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 The cultural preservation of traditional music has become a serious issue in the 
mainland of Southeast Asia. The impact of political revolution, economic problems, 
westernization, and modernization have all but eliminated traditional music from its 
homeland. Western music, on the other hand, is flourishing in the region and has had a 
strong influence on the transformation of traditional musical genres in order to attract the 
attention of today’s society. As a result, one way to help traditional music survive in this 
modern context is to incorporate it with western genres. This research, therefore, aims to 
demonstrate the effectiveness of integrating traditional music elements of the mainland 
Southeast Asia with western styles of contemporary composition.   
 Because the countries of mainland Southeast Asia have been confronting 
different challenges, a variety of new ensembles and repertoires have been created in 
distinctive directions, each reflecting the status of the individual countries. From the 
evaluation of the information gained from interviews of five native mainland Southeast 
Asian composers and score analysis of selected compositions by those composers, three 
different categories can be identified for the methods the composers have developed to 
convey the sounds of traditional instruments and ensembles: substituting the sound of 
traditional instruments with western instruments or ensembles, developing western 
performance techniques to evoke traditional styles and sounds, and the combination of 
 iv	
both categories. Unfortunately, these methods have raised questions about their 
effectiveness in cultural preservation, since they fail to present the authenticity of 
traditional music. Nonetheless, these methods still provide opportunities for conservation. 
At the very least, contemporary composition is one way to keep traditional music alive in 
modernized societies that are interested in the cultural conservation of their traditional 
musical heritages.   
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CHAPTER I  
INTRODUCTION 
 Music indeed is the most powerful of the arts because of its special 
qualities, for sound is unique in all the range of perception. Songs and 
the instrumental rites they evoke are able to alter at the same time our 
body, mind, heart and soul… Melodies and rhythms must enter into us to 
be perceived, seeping into the unconscious where they can instantly 
transform each person in mysterious and distinct ways. It is not surprising 
that music is integral with emotional life, the sacred experience, and 
healing. Yet tone and pulse have the extraordinary ability to be felt 
physically when vibrations beat on the body in sound waves. …Music, 
as a medium that transcends language, is ever-present and integral in the 
lives of traditional peoples because of its mighty power and mystery.1  
 
 Traditional music plays as an important role in society and stands as a 
representative of that culture. For example, the language of a song’s lyrics can indicate 
the culture of the people who created it. Music represents not only a cultivated art and 
aesthetic of one particular culture, but is also part of an image of cultural identity. 
According to author Amporn Jirattikorn, Thai country music “have served to reinforce its 
status as a uniquely Thai, as opposed to Western, form of music, a music that evokes 
nostalgia for a simple and pure, rural Thai way of life.”2 Such traditional music of 
Thailand can serve as a narrative picture of the Thai people who live in the countryside. 
Traditional folk songs provide details about rural people regarding their geographic 
location or the agricultural community that created them. As a result, traditional music 
becomes an important tool for representing the cultural values and identity of a society.  
                                               
1Victoria Vorreiter, “Art and Survival – Our Endangered Cultures,” Journal of Urban Culture 
Research 1 (2010), 163. 
2Amporn Jirattikorn, “Lukthung: Authenticity and Modernity in Thai Country Music,” Asian 
Music 37/1 (Winter - Spring, 2006), 24.  
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 However, traditional music in the mainland of Southeast Asia is in many ways 
endangered. A loss of the traditional music of the region has occurred for a number of 
reasons, including political revolution, economic problems, westernization, and 
modernization. War and government policies have had a measurable impact on Southeast 
Asian culture and society. During wartime or under policies that undermine the 
traditional culture, people have been threatened or forced by violent governmental rule to 
abandon their customs. For example, in Cambodia, a great number of the songs used in 
Khmer rituals have become highly endangered.3 Under the Khmer Rouge regime (1975-
1979), active musicians and artists were targeted for death in order to eliminate ancient 
art forms and replace them with the regime’s propaganda. The surviving musicians had to 
throw away their knowledge of ancient culture. Consequently, aspects of Cambodia’s 
musical heritage vanished rapidly.  
 In the case of changes to social structures, the traditional patronage system that 
had supported court musicians collapsed during the time of western colonization, causing 
such musicians to become unemployed. In order to survive, they had to find other stable 
positions. Subsequently, the decrease in the number of professional musicians increased 
the probability of the extinction of some repertoires, since the music and its performance 
practices were transmitted by oral tradition. With fewer teachers and practitioners, 
players of traditional instruments developed less technical proficiency than in the past.   
 In addition to the downfall of the patronage system, which created changes to 
social conditions, economic conditions also contributed to the loss of traditional music. 
The Great Depression of the 1930s disrupted the lives of civilians in mainland Southeast 
                                               
3Francesca Billeri, “The Process of Re-Construction and Revival of Musical Heritage in 
Contemporary Cambodia,” Moussons: Le patrimoine au Cambodge 30 (2017), 93. 
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Asia. The resulting increase in poverty resulted in fewer opportunities to perform 
traditional music, which had specific functions within social customs at events shared 
among groups of people, such as farming, harvesting, weddings, or funerals.4  
 Since the Great Depression and the aftermath of the Vietnam War, economic 
progress has raised the quality of life for the people of this region, but it has come with 
modernization. Although modernization has brought the world closer together in terms of 
music, it has also contributed to the expansion of foreign culture to a broad area through 
accessible mass-media and technological communication. Modernization has created a 
massive change in the musical practices of the mainland countries. In Vietnam, for 
example, the introduction of western popular music has resulted in its preference over 
traditional music, especially among young Vietnamese.5 In my opinion, one reason for 
the popularity of foreign culture is that western culture is perceived as being of higher 
value and more sophisticated than traditional music. Thus, an understanding of how the 
mainland of Southeast Asia evaluates overseas cultures requires us to consider the 
influence of globalization on these countries, beginning with the time of European 
colonization.   
 One impact of our current globalization is that it has downgraded the importance 
of ethnic cultures in this region.6 During the time of western colonization, these countries 
had to accept Europeans and their cultures under threat of military force. Thus, the ethnic 
culture was gradually replaced by western culture, and traditional practices were hidden 
                                               
4Mai Li, “Traditional Music as ‘Intangible Cultural Heritage’ the Postmodern World” (M.M. Thesis, The 
University of Texas at Austin, 2013), 22. 
5Trân Quang Haï, “Vietnamese Music in Exile since 1975 and Musical Life in Vietnam since Perestroika,” 
The World of Music 43/2-3 (2001), 107. 
6Margaret J. Kartomi, “ ‘Traditional Music Weeps’ and Other Themes in the Discourse on Music, Dance 
and Theatre of Indonesia, Malaysia and Thailand,” Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 26/2 (1995), 367. 
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from society. The influence of globalization has continued to affect mainland countries. 
Not only does globalization expand and elevate western music, it also implants the 
concept of an international culture in which western music has become a symbol of 
prosperity and represents cultural advancement. To be accepted as civilized nations, the 
mainland countries in Southeast Asia needed to show progress in the western musical 
style that had been introduced into the country. Accordingly, several orchestras have been 
gradually formed in some of the mainland nations, and composers have turned to 
composing in western styles. 
 The many factors outlined above have led to the increasing disappearance of 
mainland Southeast Asian traditional music. In some cultures, traditional music may be 
gone forever. Nevertheless, it may yet be kept alive by presenting it in a modern way. 
Certainly, cultural conservation that aims for preservation has had a few successes in the 
communities. To preserve the music in its original form without any new innovation or 
alteration makes it difficult to attract an audience in today’s society, because people do 
not feel involved, nor are they familiar with this culture anymore. Thus, successful means 
of cultural conservation have to engage the people. As a result, one way of helping 
traditional music to survive in this modern context is to integrate the sound of traditional 
music within western genres.   
 Southeast Asian musical materials have existed within western music for over a 
century, as can be seen, for example, in the works of Claude Debussy, Terry Riley, and 
Steve Reich.7 These compositions, however, do not present culturally accurate 
representations of the traditional music. A vigorous attempt to promote Southeast Asian 
                                               
7R. Franki S. Notosudirdjo, “Musical Modernism in The Twentieth Century” in Recollecting Resonances: 
Indonesian-Dutch Musical Encounters, ed. by Bart Barendregt and Els Bogaerts (Boston: Brill, 2014), 147. 
 5 
music can be seen in the compositions of José Maceda, a prominent Filipino composer 
and ethnomusicologist (1917-2004). Maceda’s compositions present Southeast Asian 
musical materials in a deeper way than mere exoticism. He seriously studied the 
traditional music of Southeast Asia and was concerned with how to present it in the style 
of western music.8 Maceda’s idea has inspired composers to the present day.  
 Currently, composers and ethnomusicologists have sought new ways to preserve 
traditional music by integrating it into a modern context, creating orchestral pieces that 
include traditional music materials from the mainland of Southeast Asia. This research 
studied some of these compositions to identify techniques that convey particular sounds 
of traditional musical instruments and ensembles while using western orchestral 
instruments.  
 Because there is a lack of published information about playing techniques for 
western orchestral instruments that imitate the sounds of mainland Southeast Asian 
traditional instruments and ensembles, the main methodology to be used in this research 
consists of interviews with selected composers from Thailand, Vietnam, and Cambodia 
who present mainland Southeast Asian musical materials in their contemporary 
compositions. These composers are Narongrit Dhamabutra and Narong Prangcharoen 
from Thailand, Sam-Ang Sam from Cambodia, and Dinh Lang Tran and Dang Huu Phuc 
from Ho Chi Minh City and Hanoi, Vietnam, respectively. The interviews address their 
orchestral works, their inspirations and intentions, the compositional materials they used, 
and special performance techniques they created for western instruments. The musical 
effects of their works are explained by the composers themselves through the interviews. 
                                               
8Michael Tenzer, “José Maceda and the Paradoxes of Modern Composition in Southeast Asia,” 
Ethnomusicology 47/1 (Winter, 2003), 107-108. 
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In addition to the interviews, score analysis of the selected orchestral works is used to 
identify specific compositional techniques and to show how these techniques represent 
the sounds of traditional music.  
 The decision to focus of works for western orchestra in this study is based on 
several considerations. First, the variety of instruments in the modern western orchestra 
allows the composer flexibility to find ways to imitate the sounds of traditional 
instruments, since it offers a number of tone colors to choose from and combine. 
Although there are numerous kinds of western compositional works that contain 
materials from the mainland of Southeast Asia, such as music for small ensemble, mixed 
ensemble, and solo pieces, orchestral works present the greatest opportunity for the use of 
more diverse technique in imitating the traditional sound. Furthermore, orchestral 
compositions are large-scale works that can encompass many more techniques. Second, 
the popularity of western orchestras and the perception that they represent the highest 
level of artistic expression, especially among modern urbanized populations, makes this 
vehicle the most effective way to demonstrate to the greatest number of people that 
traditional music can play a role in modern musical life. Additionally, there has been very 
little written about this genre of composition, except for studies that limit themselves to a 
single composition or composer. For example, only one dissertation and a master’s thesis 
in English, John Wesley Kays’s The Music of Chinary Ung: A Synthesis of Asian 
Aesthetics and Western Technique (University of Kentucky, 2008) and Nathinee 
Chucherdwatanasak’s Naronng Prangcharoen and Thai Cross-Cultural Fusion in 
Contemporary Composition (University of Missouri-Kansas City, 2014) have studied 
musical compositions using material from traditional music in mainland Southeast Asia.  
 7 
 The orchestral works selected for this study include purely orchestral pieces as 
well as works for solo instrument (either western instrument or traditional instrument) 
with orchestra. Composers may use a traditional solo instrument with a western orchestra 
because of the scarcity of performers and the composer’s limited budget, as is the case 
with Dinh Lang Tran’s work for a solo Vietnamese traditional instrument and western 
string orchestra. Similarly, because of the inadequacy of human resources and education 
in western music, the lack of government support, and the countries’ economic situations, 
no compositions by native Laos and Myanmar composers are included in this research. 
On the other hand, typical orchestral works by composers from these two countries do 
not favor using western instruments to imitate the sound of their traditional instruments; 
instead, composers combine their traditional instruments with the western orchestra to 
create mixed orchestral ensembles: for example, a combination of western, traditional, 
and ethnic instruments, or western, traditional, and popular instruments. Because 
traditional instruments are already present in the ensemble, it is unnecessary to use 
western instruments to convey their traditional sounds. Nevertheless, four orchestral 
works can be used to demonstrate compositional techniques that integrate the sound of 
traditional instruments from Laos and Myanmar: symphonies for orchestra by Narongrit 
Dhamabutra and orchestral pieces by Narong Prangcharoen, both Thai composers. I will 
therefore use those compositions to present the cases of Myanmar and Laos. 
 The goal of this research is to identify and clarify the methods and the techniques 
that composers use to imitate the sounds of traditional instruments and ensembles from 
the mainland of Southeast Asia. This will serve as an example of compositional materials 
for any composer who is interested in integrating traditional music of the region into a 
 8 
western contemporary composition. Moreover, performers will have a better 
understanding of playing techniques and can create better musical interpretations. This 
study may also help audiences achieve a more profound appreciation of the music. At the 
same time, I hope to introduce and promote the musical heritage of these cultures, so that 
they are more widely and intellectually understood. Although this research cannot 
preserve the authenticity of traditional music of mainland Southeast Asia, it helps 
traditional music stay alive in a modern context. More importantly, I hope it can play a 
















OVERVIEW OF THE STATUS OF MUSIC IN  
MAINLAND SOUTHEAST ASIA 
The oral traditions found in the Golden Triangle9 that were once so vital 
a century ago are in jeopardy of vanishing with the wind. We must bear 
witness to the majesty and diversity of cultures on our planet by making 
a commitment to swift action, preserving those arts that are in decline 
and safeguarding those that continue to live and evolve in this new age. 
Should we lose these, we will surely lose a part of the soul of our 
humanity.10 
 
 Because traditional music in the mainland of Southeast Asia has been preserved 
only through oral transmission, it is at risk in the face of challenges caused by political 
revolution, economic problems, westernization, and modernization. Consequently, 
traditional music has been continually disappearing from those countries, often with little 
investigation or awareness; some countries seem to be at a greater risk than others. Here, 
I clarified the difficulties in maintaining traditional music in the region by pointing to two 
significant factors that have the most impact on the growth of traditional music: the status 
of artists, and the support they receive from the government of each country. Along with 
clarifying the status of traditional music in the region, I examined the role played by 
western music in the popular culture of each country. 
 
                                               
9The Golden Triangle is the area where the borders of Thailand, Laos, and Myanmar meet together at the 
Ruak and Mekong Rivers.  
10Victoria Vorreiter, “Art and Survival – Our Endangered Cultures,” Journal of Urban Culture Research 1 
(2010), 100. 
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The Status of Traditional Music in the  
Mainland of Southeast Asia 
Issues Related to Performers of 
Traditional Music 
Status of Traditional Musicians 
 One key factor in maintaining the practice of traditional music in the region is the 
number of artists who are capable of performing it. Attrition in the number of 
professional traditional musicians has become a principal problem in the region. Changes 
in political systems, social structure, values, and norms have greatly affected people’s 
lifestyle and the public’s preferences in art, which had been bound to the old regime and 
traditional cultures for centuries.  
The clearest examples can be seen in Laos and Cambodia, both of which 
encountered the crisis of cultural revolution in 1975. At that time, the music associated 
with the royal courts was banned, as were musicians, who were forced to give up their 
careers. In Laos, the royal court musicians had to quit their jobs as artists or escape from 
the country, because their musical knowledge was against government policy.11 Today, it 
is almost impossible to find the old style of traditional singing or traditional playing of 
wind instruments in Laos’s capital city of Vientiane.12 The Khmer Rouge in Cambodia 
(1975-1979) massacred traditional musicians for their association with the old regime. 
The result was a tragic loss that still terrifies surviving musicians, preventing them from 
returning to practice Khmer music. Such challenges have resulted in an insufficient 
number of heirs to the music of Laos and Cambodia, and the almost complete erasure of 
traditional music from those societies.      
                                               
11Chalermsak Pikulsri, [Music of Old Laos], Khon Kaen: Klungnana Vitthaya Press, 2008, 127.  
12Ibid., 128. 
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 At the same time that the number of traditional musicians has significantly 
dropped, audiences have shifted their interest to other types of contemporary arts, 
mirroring the world-wide growth of contemporary culture. When there is no audience, 
there is no demand, and those traditional musicians who were left could not earn a living, 
forcing them to part from their profession and seek alternative careers.13  
Changes in Listeners’ Musical  
Preferences  
 As mentioned, the reason for the loss of audience interest in traditional music has 
to do with changes in people’s lifestyle, mostly due to the growth of the working class 
and the expansion of urban culture to rural areas. In order to find better jobs, people from 
rural areas have migrated to the big cities, effectively abandoning their home cultures. 
According to a report by the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, most rural migrants 
find a higher, more consistent, income working in cities.14 Thus, the traditional music that 
was intertwined with their lives has been forgotten bit by bit as people must rush to work, 
with no time for leisurely pursuits like listening to an ancient classical art that was meant 
for subtle appreciation. At the same time, urbanization has brought western and popular 
music to the community. When migrated people return to their home towns, they bring 
urbanization with them to their communities. As rural people adopt urban customs and 
values, urbanized culture spreads widely, covering broader areas.15 For example, 
Doungchampy Vouthisouk, from the Laotian Ministry of Culture, Fine Arts Department, 
states that the decline of the phin phaat ensemble of Luangprabang is the result of 
                                               
13Jittapim Yamprai, personal interview (Greeley, CO: 12 January 2019).  
14Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, Urbanisation in Southeast Asian Countries (Singapore: Institute of 
Southeast Asian Studies, 2010), 26.  
15Ibid., 21. 
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changes to the lifestyle and interests of the people of Laos, as the country has adapted to a 
modern society. People prefer to listen to modern music on cassette tape, CD, VCD, and 
YouTube, instead of the phin phaat ensemble. As the popularity of the traditional 
ensemble has declined, the number of jobs for its musicians has been reduced. As a 
result, many musicians have quit playing in the phin phaat ensembles.16 
 The impact of westernization has also changed musical taste in societies all over 
the region. As musical taste has gradually shifted to modern western styles, there is very 
little encouragement to teach the younger generation to appreciate the value of their 
traditional heritage. Thus, fewer young people are eager to learn traditional music. 
Vietnam, Cambodia, and Thailand have the same problem in dealing with the rapid 
increase of western popular music among the youth. Young Vietnamese have turned their 
interests toward western culture or the new “Vietnamese westernized music.”17 
According to Trân Quang Haï, a Vietnamese performer, composer, and 
ethnomusicologist, Vietnamese parents do not encourage children to listen to the 
traditional music, resulting in the decline in its popularity.18 Sam-Ang Sam, a 
Cambodian-American ethnomusicologist, has explained that, since western popular 
music has circulated in the country, the demand for it has gradually increased, especially 
among younger generations.19 Because popular music has attracted young people, 
musicians have turned to playing pop music as a way to earn a living and fame, rather 
than learning traditional music. Similarly, Thai parents, especially in urban areas, prefer 
                                               
16Doungchampy Vouthisouk, Phin Phaat Ensemble of Luangprabang Lao People’s Democratic Republic: 
A Case Study of Phin Phaat Ensemble of Ban Phonphaeng (Ph.D. Diss., Mahidol University, 2002), 4. 
17Trân Quang Haï, “Vietnamese Music in Exile since 1975 and Musical Life in Vietnam since Perestroika,” 
The World of Music 43/2-3 (2001), 107.  
18Ibid., 104. 
19Sam-Ang Sam, personal interview (Phnom Penh, Cambodia: 14 December 2018). 
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for their child to learn a western instrument rather than a Thai instrument. As can be seen 
from the number of western music education programs offered by private music schools 
outside the educational system, the interest in learning to play western music is much 
greater than in learning Thai music.  
 Without appreciation for traditional music, new generations in those countries are 
losing interest in their cultural heritage, resulting in a loss of repertoire and a limited 
number of traditional performers, ensembles, and performances. The loss of traditional 
music’s place in society has become the major obstacle in maintaining the traditional 
music of each country in the mainland of Southeast Asia. 
Government Support 
 Despite the lack of interest in performing and listening to traditional music, the 
degree of government support for traditional art can help ensure the survival of traditional 
music. In order for each government to succeed in preserving its culture, three areas of 
support have to be extended: cultural promotion, educational systems, and funding.  
Cultural Promotion Strategies 
 The efficiency and effectiveness of a country’s cultural promotion depends on the 
attitude of the cultural ministry, which determines the policies and strategies to be used in 
promoting traditional music. Here, I will outline how Myanmar, Laos, and Cambodia 
promote their cultures, with the hidden goal of serving their political ideologies. 
The Burmese government in Myanmar promotes traditional music to support their 
political system. According to Gavin Douglas, because of the suppression of the 
country’s minorities, the government increasingly invests in traditional music in order to 
“manipulate and enforce particular definitions of ‘Myanmarness’ and the state sanctioned 
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meanings of nation and nationhood,”20 which exclude the country’s minority cultures, 
such as Rohingya and Karenni. For this reason, the government of Myanmar now 
promotes many projects in traditional music, both regionally and internationally. These 
include the Sokayeti Performing Arts Competition, a major regional contest in singing, 
dancing, composing, and performing that has been broadly promoted and supported by 
the state. Although the purpose of this competition is to encourage artists to showcase 
their performances, there is a bias toward traditional Burmese music, as opposed to the 
music of other ethnicities.21 Therefore, minority music has been generally ignored and 
not included in the competition.22 This has resulted in push-back from some Burmese 
people. As reported by Douglas, one young professional traditional musician gave his 
opinion on the cultural policy: “I want nothing to do with these corrupt government 
projects. They don’t care about the music. It’s just for the generals to show off…and 
winners of the national competition are not the best players.”23 
 The traditional music of both Laos and Cambodia was violently suppressed by 
cultural policies that began during the cultural revolution of 1975, when the traditional 
music and dance of each country were banned. Laotian instruments, repertoire, and 
ensembles were modified according to political ideals of the communist government, 
leaving no trace of the originals. For example, the avoidance of lyrics that refer to the 
royal court became common in the performance of music known as Thao.24 Cambodia 
experienced the same problems. During the rule of the Khmer Rouge (1975-1979), 
                                               
20Gavin Douglas, “Myanmar’s Nation-Building Cultural Policy: Traditional Music and Political 
Legitimacy,” Senri Ethnological Reports 65 (January 2007), 28  
21Ibid., 34. 
22Ibid.  
23Gavin Douglas, Music in Mainland Southeast Asia (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 105. 
24One genre of musical repertoires found in the traditional music of the mainland region, including 
Thailand and Laos. Pikulsri, [Music of Old Laos], 132. 
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artistic traditions from before the revolution were banned25 and musicians were forced to 
play propaganda songs for the army.26 Although the strict cultural policy of banning 
traditional music has abated, the impact of the cultural revolution has resulted in the 
almost complete disappearance of the historical music of Cambodia. Present-day cultural 
promotion strategies of the government of Myanmar, Laos, and Cambodia continue to be 
tied to political agendas, and lack the actual goal of promoting traditional culture for the 
sake of conserving its value and developing the appreciation of their cultures among the 
people. As such, it is difficult to keep traditional music alive in these communities.  
 Aside from promoting traditional music for political purposes, unproductive 
promotion of musical culture prevents traditional music from being widely known. Since 
1932, when a junta government replaced the Thai monarchy with a constitutional 
monarchy, traditional music has been hidden in the shadow of western music. In 
Thailand, the support and promotion of traditional music is far below what is offered for 
western music. Thai high society promotes western music conservatories, such as the 
Princess Galyani Vadhana Institute of Music. Moreover, many more western musical 
concerts are presented nationwide than concerts of traditional music. From the list of 
events held at the Thailand Cultural Center between January and April 2019, more than 
ten western musical concerts had been performed, while fewer than five performances of 
Thai traditional music had been given.27 Young musicians are often steered away from 
studying traditional music. For many decades, most students of traditional who graduate 
                                               
25Douglas, Music in Mainland Southeast Asia, 115.  
26Ibid., 116. 
27Thailand Cultural Center, “online reservation system of Thailand Cultural Centre,” 
https://www.tccbooking.net/activity?startDate=01%2F01%2F2019&endDate=30%2F04%2F2019, 
accessed 21 April 2019.  
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from universities supported by the government have become teachers in the state schools; 
only a few might obtain a position as a traditional musician in the Fine Arts Department.  
 The situation of traditional music in Vietnam, however, seems to be better. In 
1976, the Ministry of Culture and Information established the Vietnamese Institute for 
Musicology (VIM) at the Hanoi National Conservatory of Music. This organization helps 
preserve traditional music by collecting information, conducting research, and publishing 
books and articles about Vietnamese music, raising awareness and appreciation of 
Vietnamese traditional music both domestically and abroad. VIM, with the cooperation 
of outside organizations, has sponsored a number of performances of traditional music in 
Vietnam. Other programs promoting Vietnamese traditional music have been instituted. 
For example, the Traditional Symphony Orchestra was formed by the Viet Nam National 
Academy of Music in 2009, performing in Laos that same year. Additionally, a 
“Vietnamese Ethnic Music Concert” was played by a symphony orchestra at the Hanoi 
Opera House on December 12, 2017.28 The awareness by the Vietnamese of the 
endangerment of their traditional music has led to the declaration of ca trù, an ancient 
genre of chamber music from northern Vietnam, as an Intangible Cultural Heritage by 
UNESCO in 2009.  
Education 
 Education is a critical strategy in encouraging people to acknowledge traditional 
music. An education in traditional music trains people to appreciate their traditional 
heritage. This education should begin at a young age, because young people are essential 
                                               
28The Voice of Vietnam Online, “Seaphony Orchestra makes debut in Vietnam Ethnic Music Concert,” 
https://english.vov.vn/culture/seaphony-orchestra-makes-debut-in-vietnam-ethnic-music-concert-
363566.vov (2017), accessed 16 December 2018. 
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to assuring the continuity of traditional music. The young are the heirs of future culture, 
handing down traditional music to succeeding generations. A number of institutions 
representing all countries on the mainland of Southeast Asia have offered and integrated 
traditional music into their educational systems; however, it cannot be said that all the 
people in any country will gain an appreciation of their traditional music. The success of 
these educational systems relies on how intensely the government develops their 
curricula. This is a concern in both Laos and Myanmar. After 1975, the Laos National 
School of Music and Dance has trained musicians and dancers according to the political 
ideology of the socialist government. Because of this, several previous deans of the 
university have lacked any knowledge in music, but were qualified as socialists.29 Thus, 
the quality of students graduating from the university in traditional music was a matter of 
concern. The same question has arisen in traditional musical education in Myanmar, 
which is taught at the National University of Arts and Culture in Yangon. The purpose of 
this degree is unclear, since there are few opportunities for careers as teachers in the 
schools, and few serious performance opportunities for traditional musicians.30 In fact, 
incoming students are not expected to have any skill on musical instruments, and courses 
are designed to provide students with basic knowledge, according to Douglas, “to work 
as civil servants in government, ministries not necessarily related to the culture 
industry.”31 Thus, most students who graduate from the university end up working in the 
government, but in a field outside of music. Given the deficiencies in their music 
                                               
29Pikulsri, [Music of Old Laos], 2008, 127.  
30Douglas, “Myanmar’s Nation-Building Cultural Policy: Traditional Music and Political Legitimacy,” 31. 
31Ibid.  
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programs, education in traditional music in Myanmar, Laos, and Cambodia cannot truly 
be said to encourage its practice or appreciation.  
 The status of educational systems in Thailand and Vietnam is better than in 
Myanmar, Laos, and Cambodia. Both countries have expanded the level of education in 
traditional music to include graduate degrees. The Thai government has made traditional 
music part of the public school curriculum, in contrast to Myanmar, Laos, and Cambodia, 
which offer only a single one-credit course that combines traditional music with dance 
and art.32 Although the Thai government encourages the integration of traditional music 
in the educational system, the study of Thai music is still less popular than western 
music; enrollment numbers in Thai music programs offered by universities are lower than 
those focused on western music.  
 The situation in Vietnam seems to be even better than in Thailand. In addition to 
the prominent musical institutions directly under the government, such as The Viet Nam 
National Academy of Music and the Conservatory of Ho Chi Minh City, which offer 
advanced degrees in traditional music and use western notation in teaching, both 
universities have formed their own traditional orchestras, which give live performances 
both regionally and internationally.33 Thus, students who study traditional music not only 
have a variety of opportunities to perform, they are also professionally trained in both 
traditional and western methods.34 
 
                                               
32Jittapim Yamprai, personal interview (Greeley, CO: 12 January 2019). 
33Vietnam National Academy of Music, “Vietnamese Traditional Orchestra: Photos,” 
http://www.vnam.edu.vn/NewsDetail.aspx?lang=EN&ItemID=167&SubID=197&CatID=59 and 
Conservatory of Ho Chi Minh City, “ÂM NHẠC DÂN TỘC,” http://www.hcmcons.vn/gioi-thieu/cac-
khoa/am-nhac-dan-toc/gioi-thieu# accessed16 December 2018. 
34Conservatory of Ho Chi Minh City, “ÂM NHẠC DÂN TỘC,” http://www.hcmcons.vn/gioi-thieu/cac-
khoa/am-nhac-dan-toc/gioi-thieu#, accessed16 December 2018. 
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Funding 
 Funding is one indicator showing how strongly a government supports traditional 
music. Funding is necessary to produce the activities that promote musical culture, 
making cultural promotions more effective by providing essential supplies, such as 
human resources or materials. Unfortunately, traditional music on the Southeast Asia 
mainland does not receive enough financial support from the various governments. In 
Laos, many schools located in rural areas lack instructors in traditional music because 
they do not have the budget to hire a teacher.35 Lack of financial support from the 
government is also a concern in Cambodia. According to Yos Chandara, the former dean 
of the Royal University of Fine Arts, music school students must deal with old 
instruments, thereby lacking the opportunity to appreciate a high quality of sound, which 
is a disadvantage compared to other developed countries.36 In Thailand, the amount of 
funding invested in western music is greater than in traditional music. A number of 
western orchestras in Thailand are under the patronage of the government, the cultural 
ministry, or the royal family. For instance, the Bangkok Symphony Orchestra is 
patronized by the Thai royal family and private companies, as is the Thailand 
Philharmonic Orchestra, which exists in cooperation between Mahidol University and the 
Thai government. 
 The budget provided by the Burmese and Vietnamese governments for promoting 
traditional music is targeted specifically to increase tourism. This can be seen in 
performances of Vietnamese traditional music by the students and faculties of The Viet 
                                               
35Pikulsri, [Music of Old Laos], 95. 
36Kuch Naren and Michelle Vachon, “Classical Pianist Gives Back To Old School With Benefit Concert for 
RUFA,” https://www.cambodiadaily.com/news/classical-pianist-gives-back-to-old-school-with-benefit-
concert-for-rufa-65099/(2010), accessed18 December 2018. 
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Nam National Academy of Music in countries such as Germany, Denmark, Canada, 
Australia, Singapore, Malaysia, and Taiwan.37 One of the reasons that Vietnam presents 
their music to foreigners is to attract foreign visitors. This was clearly stated by the 
Vietnamese Institute for Musicology in their promotion of a free concert of traditional 
music, the purpose of which was described on their website: “to serve tourists and to 
meet the demand of enjoying and learning about Vietnam traditional music of both 
domestic and foreign audiences.”38 A Burmese project for standardizing and notating 
Burmese traditional music is also directed towards foreigners. According to one of the 
committee members, the mission of the project is “to preserve the tradition and to show 
foreigners how to play our music.”39 While the governments of these two countries invest 
money to promote their cultures internationally, funding for the development of 
traditional music within the region has been neglected. The Conservatory of Ho Chi Minh 
City and the National University of Arts and Culture in Yangon both lack materials, 
supplies, and facilities for teaching traditional music. For example, there is limited 
rehearsal space in the Conservatory of Ho Chi Minh City and inadequate classrooms at 
the school in Yangon.40 Moreover, according to a Burmese music instructor interviewed 
by Douglas, the compensation for teaching music at the university is relatively low.41 
Even though the university is supported by the government, the faculty get little pay. The 
                                               
37Conservatory of Ho Chi Minh City, “ÂM NHẠC DÂN TỘC,” http://www.hcmcons.vn/gioi-thieu/cac-
khoa/am-nhac-dan-toc/gioi-thieu#, accessed16 December 2018. 
38Vietnamese Institute for Musicology, “The performance program of Vietnam traditional music with 
explanation,” http://vienamnhac.org/news-and-event/institute-s-news/the-performance-program-of-
vietnam-traditional-music-with-explanation (2002), accessed16 December 2018. 
39Douglas, “Myanmar’s Nation-Building Cultural Policy: Traditional Music and Political Legitimacy,” 31. 
40Jittapim Yamprai, personal interview (Greeley, CO: 12 January 2019). 
41Douglas, “Myanmar’s Nation-Building Cultural Policy: Traditional Music and Political Legitimacy,” 31. 
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funding spent on traditional music in these mainland countries does not focus primarily 
on the benefit of cultural preservations, but on the promotion of commercial tourism.   
 Although all the mainland countries share the same problem of cultural 
conservation, each has reacted differently to it. Influenced by the change in musical 
preferences and the amount of government support in each country, traditional music and 
musicians have experienced different situations.  
The Status of Western Music in the  
Mainland of Southeast Asia 
 The role of western music has significantly increased in the region since the 
height of western colonization in the nineteenth century. It has always been treated as 
part of a prestigious culture that represents the advanced civilization of the west. In order 
to be accepted as equals to Westerners, the government and elite societies of the countries 
of mainland Southeast Asia began to present western music as a part of their own 
cultures. The development of western music in each country has relied on two factors: the 
political situation of the country and the presence of people with knowledge of western 
music, both composers and musicians. In many countries, the development of western 
music was obstructed by war. After World War II, Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam 
endured insurgencies, Cold War, proxy wars, and communist uprisings, including the 
first Indochina War (1954), the Vietnam War (1955-1975), the Laotian Civil War (1959-
1975), the Cambodian Civil War (1968-1975), and the Khmer Rouge regime (1975-
1979). The effect of these wars was the imposition of communist regimes. Despite the 
lack of a communist government, Myanmar’s situation was not very different. After 
obtaining their independence from England in 1948, the country has been ruled 
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continually by military dictators and is still facing civil war caused by the crisis of the 
treatment of ethnic minorities, a critical and continuing problem.  
 Thailand, by contrast, was never colonized, nor impacted seriously by any wars. 
Thus, arts, music, and other cultural expressions have had a chance to fully develop. 
Moreover, with the impact of the cultural revolution in 1932, western music gained more 
significance and has been widely known among the Thai people. As a result, Thailand 
has the strongest western musical culture in the Southeast Asian mainland,42 boasting a 
number of professional western orchestras, as well as universities that offer curricula in 
western music. These factors have resulted in the blooming of western music in Thai 
society and can be considered an indicator measuring the integration of western music in 
the country. 
Western Orchestras 
 In almost every country in mainland Southeast Asia, the founding of national 
orchestras emerged progressively. The first western orchestra within the region was the 
Royal Symphonic Orchestra of Thailand, founded in 1917 under the patronage of King 
Rama VI as an official state orchestra.43 In Vietnam, the Vietnam National Symphony 
Orchestra originated in 1959 as a part of the Viet Nam National Academy of Music. It 
was later separated from the university and has been under the Ministry of Culture, 
Sports, and Tourism since 1984.44 Myanmar’s military government was late in founding a 
national orchestra; the Myanmar National Symphony Orchestra (MNSO) was instituted 
                                               
42Jittapim Yamprai, personal interview (Greeley, CO: 12 January 2019). 
43Jittapim Yamprai, The Establishment of Western Music in Thailand (Ph.D. Diss., University of Northern 
Colorado, 2011), 57-59. 
44Vietnam National Symphony Orchestra, “Vietnam National Symphony Orchestra,” 
https://vnso.org.vn/vietnam-national-symphony-orchestra-1pg.html, accessed16 December 2018.  
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only in 2001. It was followed even later by the Royal University of Fine Arts (RUFA) of 
Cambodia, which has been the only formal western orchestra in Cambodia for over a 
decade.45 Even though an official western orchestra has not yet been formed in Laos, 
Alound Ladsahody, a piano instructor at the Laos National School of Arts in Vientiane, 
said that there is a possibility that Laos will have a national orchestra in the near future. 
He states that, in the meantime, whenever there is a national event, western classical 
musicians in Laos gather together to form an unofficial orchestra for each specific 
occasion.46 
 The number of orchestras, their size, and the number of performances they give 
differ among the mainland countries. As noted above, Laos not have an official orchestra, 
while Cambodia has only one official orchestra sponsored by the government and does 
not yet have any full-size professional orchestras, because there are not enough 
professional musicians or orchestral instruments in the country.47 In Myanmar, Myat 
Thiri Nyein, a Burmese freelance musician, reports that – apart from the MSNO, which is 
government controlled – there are a few non-governmentally-related orchestras in the 
country.48 However, Phoe Pyae, a former concert master of the MSNO, contradicts this 
statement by claiming that there is no other orchestra in Myanmar beside the MSNO.49 
These conflicting statements indicate that if Myanmar actually has another orchestra, it is 
                                               
45Sam-Ang Sam, a Cambodian-American ethnomusicologist and composer, personal interview (Phnom 
Penh, Cambodia: 14 December 2018). 
46Alound Ladsahody, a piano instructor at the Laos National School of Arts, Vientiane, personal 
conversation, 24 January 2019. 
47Nandar Aung, “Myanmar symphony orchestra welcomes clash of styles,” The Myanmar Times, 
https://www.mmtimes.com/news/myanmar-symphony-orchestra-welcomes-clash-styles.html, 6 February 
2018, and Sam-Ang Sam, personal interview (Phnom Penh, Cambodia: 14 December 2018). 
48Myat Thiri Nyein, a Burmese freelance violinist, personal conversation, 29 January 2019. 
49Phoe Pyae, a former concert master of the MSNO, personal conversation, 31 January 2019. 
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not significant enough to be recognized. Nevertheless, if what Myat Thiri Nyein has said 
is true, it demonstrates the progress of western music in Myanmar.   
 In Myanmar and Cambodia, what orchestras there are have given very few 
concerts, almost all of which are sponsored by the government.50 Nonetheless, the growth 
of western orchestras is still apparent. For example, the orchestra in Myanmar has 
improved over time. In the past, MNSO had neither proficient musicians nor a long-term 
conductor, and performed “only three public concerts during its twelve-year existence.”51 
Now, the situation is better. Some orchestra members were trained abroad, and the 
orchestra has a permanent conductor. Still, the orchestra has not performed often.52 
 In contrast, Thailand and Vietnam have a larger number of orchestras than other 
countries in the region: the Thailand Philharmonic Orchestra (TPO), the Bangkok 
Symphony Orchestra (BSO), Siam Philharmonic Orchestra, Ho Chi Minh City Ballet 
Symphony Orchestra and Opera (HBSO), the Vietnam National Symphony Orchestra, 
and Sun Symphony Orchestra (SSO),53 respectively. Also, the orchestras in both 
countries are considered full-sized, with the number of players ranging from 60 to about 
90. These orchestras give concerts regularly, performing all kinds of repertoire from 
classic to contemporary. In addition, numerous world-famous guest soloists and 
conductors have performed with orchestras in Vietnam and especially in Thailand. For 
instance, Sarah Chang and Joshua Bell have performed with the BSO, while Christoph 
Hartmann, an oboist from the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra, and Mischa Maisky have 
                                               
50Phoe Pyae, personal conversation, 31 January 2019 and Sam-Ang Sam, personal interview (Phnom Penh, 
Cambodia: 14 December 2018). 
51Aung, “Myanmar symphony orchestra welcomes clash of styles.” 
52Phoe Pyae, personal conversation, 31 January 2019. 
53Son Mai, Head of Foreign Affairs at Ho Chi Minh City Conservatory of Music, personal email, 17 
February 2019. 
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performed with the TPO. Significantly, Thailand clearly has the most developed 
orchestral movement in the region 
Government Support: Education 
 As previously mentioned, Thailand has experienced greater development in 
western music than the other countries in the region. This is due to the integration of 
music education into the school curriculum, the existence of a private school system, and 
the presence of higher education offering both undergraduate and graduate degrees. 
Moreover, the flourishing of orchestras in Thailand has meant that university programs in 
western music have been enlarged and are offered by some private universities as western 
music has expanded. With the support of scholarships to study abroad, musicians and 
composers from Thailand have been trained at European and American universities. 
Vietnam also has advanced progress in western music education through the support of 
the government. However, Myanmar, Laos, and Cambodia are still in the process of 
developing music education curricula in their school systems. In higher education, they 
offer only undergraduate programs in western music.  
 A strong curriculum in western classical music helps develop the skills of 
performers and increases the number of music scholars. At the same time, it also 
encourages a general appreciation of western music. The growth in the orchestra and the 
number of concerts of western music presented in Thailand and Vietnam have provided 
opportunities for contemporary composers to have their works performed by these 
orchestras. Even Myanmar, Cambodia, and Laos, who are in the early stages of 
establishing western orchestras, have found a way to cultivate new compositions to 
represent their nation at international and national events. I will discuss the growth of 
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contemporary composition and contemporary composers in the mainland Southeast of 






CONTEMPORARY COMPOSITION AND COMPOSERS  
IN MAINLAND SOUTHEAST ASIA 
 Because western music has overtaken traditional music in mainland Southeast 
Asia, a number of contemporary composers from the region have reacted to the critical 
situation of traditional music of their countries by applying their national cultural 
materials to their own compositions. Each has his own reason for applying traditional 
music materials, as well as his own compositional style. As western music has been 
adopted in all the mainland Southeast Asian countries, composers have created 
compositions that serve the growth of western musical culture, including contemporary 
compositions for orchestra. The emergence of and support for western orchestras in those 
regions demonstrate the interest of communities in orchestral music. For contemporary 
composers who want to approach a variety of audiences, a large-scale orchestral work is 
a practicable choice. The study of a number of these contemporary compositions that 
include elements of traditional music from countries in mainland Southeast Asia 
demonstrates how different composers have responded to their traditional cultures. 
Contemporary Compositions for Orchestra 
 Different types of contemporary orchestral works come from different regions of 
the Southeast-Asian mainland, depending on several factures: taste of the audiences, the 
knowledge of the composers in both western and traditional music, and in particular the 
number of musicians capable of performing western instruments within each country. 
Through interviews with composers, musicians, and ethnomusicologists who have been 
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involved with the music industry in those regions, I have grouped a selection of 
contemporary orchestral works into three categories according to the type of orchestra 
used in each: works for a traditional orchestra, works for a mixed orchestra, and works 
for a western orchestra. 
The Traditional-Instrument Orchestra 
 Relatively few numbers of composers from the region have written contemporary 
works for traditional instruments playing in an orchestral style. In the traditional-
instrument orchestra, various types and numbers of traditional instruments are typically 
grouped together into sections, creating a large ensemble of several instrumental groups, 
similar to the model of a classical orchestra in western music. This style is different from 
typical traditional ensembles found in mainland countries, which are smaller in size and 
usually play one on a part. Traditional instruments used by contemporary composers 
include chordophones, aerophones, and ideophones, forming ensembles similar to the set-
up of the western orchestra. For example, the bowed-string instruments are set up similar 
to the string section of the western orchestra. This systemization of traditional 
instruments into an approximation of a western orchestra requires a composer with 
expertise in both traditional music and western orchestration. Moreover, it requires a 
number of traditional musicians who can read western notation. Because of these 
difficulties, this kind of work has been limited to use in cultural alliances within the 
Asian continent, such as the Asia Traditional Orchestra (ATO), a traditional-instrument 
orchestra hosted by Korea and consisting of traditional musicians from Korea together 
with the following Southeast Asian countries: Brunei, Cambodia, Laos, Indonesia, 
Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam.  
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 Contemporary pieces for a traditional orchestra have also been cultivated in 
Vietnam, particularly because Vietnamese traditional instruments have been modified to 
permit tuning them in equal temperament, like western instruments. Moreover, many 
Vietnamese traditional musicians, especially those who have been educated in the 
university, are able to read western notation.54 Thus, musicians in Vietnam are able to 
perform contemporary music on traditional instruments as an orchestra. Examples of 
works written for an orchestra of traditional instruments are listed in Table 1. 
Composer’s region Composer’s Name Title of the works 
Vietnam Nguyen Xuan Khoat To Khuc Ong Giong (unknown date) 
 Tran Quy Tay Nguyen (unknown date) 
Cambodia Sam-Ang Sam One Asia (2012) 
  Brightest Star (2018) 
 
Table 1. Examples of works written by mainland Southeast Asian composers for an 
orchestra of traditional instruments. 
 
Combinations of Traditional and Western Instruments 
 Contemporary works that combine traditional instruments playing together with a 
western orchestra can be divided into two subdivisions according to genre and style: the 
solo concerto and the popular song style.  
Solo Concerto 
 Some contemporary works use a traditional instrument as a solo accompanied by 
western orchestra. Table 2 below lists some works of this type. This type of work is 
found mostly in Vietnam, although a few pieces of this type come from Thailand: for 
                                               
54Jittapim Yamprai, personal interview (Greeley, CO: 12 January 2019). 
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example, Thai composer Narongrit Dhamabutra’s, Bhawankha for Ranad-ek and 
Orchestra is a contemporary work for ranad ek, a Thai high-pitched xylophone, with 
orchestra; his The Harmony of Chimes is an orchestral piece for five solo traditional 
instruments from Myanmar, Indonesia, Thailand, Philippines, and Vietnam. Few 
compositions for this type of ensemble have been written because of the differences in 
tuning systems between traditional and western instruments. This is confirmed by 
Dhamabutra, who has noted the differences between the tuning systems of Thai 
traditional instruments and the western orchestra.55 It is hard for composers to adjust two 
different tuning systems to play together. Another difficulty is that Thai traditional 
musicians learn by oral transmission with some notation in the Thai alphabet, and thus 
are often unable to play from a western score.56  
Composer’s region Composer’s Name Title of the works 
Thailand Narongrit Dhamabutra 
Bhawangkha for Ranad-ek and 
Orchestra (1994) 
  
Concerto Maharaja for Ranad-ek and 
Orchestra (1999) 
Vietnam Dinh Lang Tran Viet Nam - The Endless Fields (2015) 
 
Table 2. Examples of works written by mainland Southeast Asian composers for a solo 
traditional instrument with western orchestra. 
 
Pop Culture Song Style for  
Mixed Orchestra 
 This type of music is composed in a popular song style for a mixed orchestra that 
includes some traditional instruments playing with a western orchestra. It can also 
                                               
55Narongrit Dhamabutra, personal interview (Bangkok, Thailand: 7 July 2018). 
56Ibid.  
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sometimes feature a piano and a singer. This song-like orchestral music is very popular in 
Myanmar and Laos. Because this type of music typically consists of arrangements of 
popular songs, including folk songs and political songs, fewer works are newly-
composed. In Myanmar, new compositions of song-like works for mixed orchestra have 
been composed by U KoKo,57 one of the most famous Burmese pianists, who has toured 
in the US and Canada. Nevertheless, new works are less popular than song arrangements. 
In Myanmar, traditional songs, anti-colonial music, and Burmese popular songs are 
usually arranged for orchestra and singers. Such arrangements frequently feature some 
traditional instruments: for example, hsaing waing (a Burmese folk musical ensemble, 
consisting of different gongs, drums, and other instruments), kyauk lon bat (a group of six 
drums), timing si and wa (bell and clapper), as well as maung (gong), to provide different 
moods in sections of a song, or to play in unison with the western orchestra.58 
 According to Alound Ladsahody, a piano instructor at the Laos National School 
of Arts, this type of music is also performed by orchestras in Laos. Typically at national 
events, an unofficial orchestra will be formed to perform popular songs in orchestral 
arrangements that include traditional instruments. Nevertheless, other than such 
arrangements, he has never seen any or heard new composition in this musical style.59 
Examples of this type of music are listed in Table 3. Because those works are not newly 
composed, they will not be part of my discussion. 
 
 
                                               
57Kit Young, personal email, 5 January 2019. 
58Ibid., Myat Thiri Nyein, personal conversation, 29 January 2019, and Phoe Pyae, personal conversation, 
31 January 2019. 
59Alound Ladsahody, personal conversation, 24 January 2019. 
 32 
Region Title of the songs 
Myanmar Sar So Sit The 
 Shwe Oo Si 
Laos Yen Sabai Sao Na 
 
Table 3. Examples of song arrangements for traditional instruments and the western 
orchestra. 
 
The Western Orchestra 
 Contemporary compositions for western orchestra continue to be written by 
composers from the region. Two styles of works featuring traditional elements are 
composed for this type of orchestra: a song form in a popular style, and western classical-
style works that integrate materials from traditional music.  
Pop Culture Song Style for  
Western Orchestra 
 The western orchestra is often used for contemporary compositions that feature a 
popular song style, typically including singers or dancers. This type of music is 
commonly found in Cambodia, very likely because the majority of people have not yet 
been exposed to classical music. Moreover, Cambodian performers typically lack the 
skill to play contemporary music.60 Nevertheless, Cambodian composer Sam-Ang Sam 
has created new works that take into consideration Cambodians’ musical taste, 
government, funding, and the musicians’ ability. This musical genre is a reflection of the 
situation of western music in Cambodia. Examples of works written for an orchestra in 
                                               
60Sam-Ang Sam, personal interview (Phnom Penh, Cambodia: 14 December 2018), and Phoe Pyae, 
personal conversation, 31 January 2019. 
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popular style are listed in Table 4. Because those works are composed in the popular-
song style, they will not be part of my discussion. 
Composer’s name Title of the songs 
Sam-Ang Sam Ethnic Dance in the Northeast of Cambodia (2019) 
 Ship of Kampuchea (2018) 
 Felicitation of National Cultural Day (2018) 
 Cambodia: Kingdom of Culture (2014) 
 
Table 4. Examples of popular-song style works for western orchestra in Cambodia. 
New Compositions in Western  
Classical Style, Integrating  
Traditional Music  
Compositions written for western orchestra in a classical style can convey 
components of traditional music, such as rhythmic patterns, melodies, textures, and 
sounds of traditional instruments, even though the works do not feature an actual 
traditional instrument. Such compositions are typically either orchestral pieces or 
concertos for solo western instruments and orchestra. They are composed regularly in 
Thailand and Vietnam, but infrequently in Cambodia. Unlike Cambodia, Thailand and 
Vietnam have a classical music audience that appreciates orchestral music. Such audience 
support has encouraged composers to write contemporary orchestral works. Furthermore, 
with the relative abundance of professional orchestras in those two countries, composers 
have opportunities for their new works to be performed. Because, a number of 
universities in the two countries have western compositional programs, students are 
prepared in the foundations of western composition. This type of music is composed 
more often in Thailand than in Vietnam. In Thailand, the practice of traditional music is 
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totally separate from that of western classical music. Unlike in Vietnam, the method for 
teaching traditional Thai music does not include the study of western music or notation. 
Thus, contemporary compositions coming from Thailand are intended to be performed by 
a western-style orchestra without any traditional instruments.  
The case of Cambodia is different from the other mainland countries. The 
situation of the orchestra is similar to that in Myanmar and Laos. Moreover, 
contemporary classical music is not popular among Cambodians and it is rarely heard in 
the country. Nevertheless, two prominent Cambodian composers of contemporary works 
for western orchestra have sought to convey the sounds of Cambodian traditional music: 
Chinary Ung and Sam-Ang Sam. Ung’s target audience, however, is not his fellow 
countrymen. Most of Ung’s compositions are written for foreigners, who welcome such 
contemporary compositions. Moreover, because he lives outside of Cambodia, Ung has a 
wider choice of orchestras and performers than Sam-Ang Sam. Sam, who has been 
working in Cambodia, has to deal with the limitation of musicians’ skills, lack of 
government support, the size and the quality of available orchestras, and Cambodian 
musical tastes. Sam-Ang Sam’s compositions most closely reflect the actual status of 
western music in Cambodia.  
 In Myanmar and Laos, composers prefer not to write in a western orchestral style, 
because they do not have a tradition of symphony orchestras or intensive programs of 
study in western music.61 According to Myat Thiri Nyein, although there are many 
Burmese arrangers, she knows of no composer who has created any new compositions for 
western orchestra in a classical style.62 Contrary to Nyein’s report, Maung Maung Zaw 
                                               
61Kit Young, personal email, 5 January 2019.  
62Myat Thiri Nyein, personal conversation, 29 January 2019. 
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Htet (Diramore), professor and the head of Music Department at National University of 
Arts and Culture in Yangon, has composed at least one piece in a western contemporary 
style for orchestra.63 This means that even though some Burmese composers write music 
in a western orchestral style, their works are not popular. Nonetheless, the popular style 
of music for western orchestra shows that some composers from Myanmar and Laos have 
tried to integrate elements of traditional music into their works.  
 Table 5 below lists works for western orchestra that include elements of 
traditional music, most of these will be part of my discussion. 
Composer’s 
region Composer’s Name Title of the works 
Thailand Narongrit Dhamabutra Symphony of Rattanakosin (2017) 
  The Empires (2018) 
 Narong Prangcharoen   Respiration of the Sun (2006) 
  The Migration of Lost Souls (2012) 
Cambodia Sam-Ang Sam  Journey for Orchestra (2018) 
  Eternity for Orchestra (2018) 
Vietnam Dang Huu Phuc 
Ngay Hoi – Fêtes for Symphony Orchestra 
(2004) 
 Dinh Lang Tran Viet Nam - The Endless Fields (2015) 
 
Table 5. Examples of works written by mainland Southeast Asian composers for western 
orchestra featuring elements of traditional music. 
 
 The variety of contemporary compositions in this region reflects different ways 
composers have attempted to conserve traditional music within a modern context. Two 
                                               
63Hiroshi Ando, Japanese musicologist, personal conversation, 12 April 2019.  
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types of compositions – the solo traditional instrument with orchestral accompaniment 
and the orchestral piece that imitates traditional music – represent contemporary works 
that present most clearly a modern context and are often compared to other genres of 
contemporary orchestral compositions in mainland Southeast Asia. I will focus my study 
on works from those two genres written by prominent composers who have played an 
important role in cultural conservation and the development of both traditional and 
western music in their countries. Thailand and Cambodia are represented by composers 
Narongrit Dhamabutra and Narong Prangcharoen from Thailand, and Sam-Ang Sam 
from Cambodia. Vietnam is represented by Dang Huu Phuc and Dinh Lang Tran, from 
Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City, respectively. Although Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City are 
both centers of classical music in Vietnam, the situation of western music in these cities 
is slightly different: Hanoi has received more financial support from the government than 
Ho Chi Minh City.64 Table 6 lists the works included in this study.    
Contemporary Composers of Mainland Southeast Asia 
 Thailand, Cambodia, and Vietnam are the only three countries that have resident 
contemporary composers who have used traditional materials in their compositions. To 
have a better understanding of the ideas and compositional methods that composers bring 
to contemporary orchestral works, a brief background of the relevant composers and their 




                                               









Concerto Sankitamankala for 
Violin and Orchestra (2007) 
Concerto for western 
instrument and orchestra 
  
The Harmony of Chimes 
(2014) 
Solo traditional instruments 
and western orchestra 
  
Symphony of Rattanakosin 
(2017) 
Orchestral piece 
  The Empires (2018) Orchestral piece 
 
Narong 
Prangcharoen   
Sattha (2005) Orchestral piece 
  Tri-Sattawat (2007) Orchestral piece 
  
The Migration of Lost Souls 
(2012) 
Orchestral piece 
Cambodia Sam-Ang Sam Eternity for Orchestra (2018) Orchestral piece 
Vietnam Dang Huu Phuc 
Ngay Hoi – Fêtes for 
Symphony Orchestra (2004) 
Orchestral piece 
  
Eight symphonic pictures 
from Vietnamese folk song 
(2013) 
Orchestral piece 
 Dinh Lang Tran 
Viet Nam - The Endless 
Fields (2015) 
Solo traditional instrument 
and western orchestra 
 
Table 6. List of the works in this study 
Thailand 
Narongrit Dhamabutra (b.1962) 
 Narongrit Dhamabutra is one of the most significant composers in Thailand. In 
2008, he was named as the prestigious Silpathorn artist by the Ministry of Culture. He 
received a Doctoral Degree in Music Composition from Michigan State University, and 
his works have been regularly performed both nationally and internationally, in the 
United States, Europe, Asia, and Australia. Besides his compositions, Dhamabutra has 
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produced two music composition textbooks: Contemporary Composition and Decoding 
and Analysis: Compositions of Narongrit Dhamabutra. Currently, he is a full-time 
professor of music composition at the Faculty of Fine and Applied Arts, Chulalongkorn 
University, Bangkok, Thailand. 
 The impression that traditional music made on Dhamabutra began when he first 
studied western music seriously at the Faculty of Education at Chulalongkorn University. 
At that time, the program accepted both western and traditional music students equally, 
letting them study and practice together. Since then, Dhamabutra has been impressed by 
and admired traditional and folk musicians. In his opinion, even though these artists have 
never performed in the concert hall, they are exceptional in their own ways, and inspired 
him to apply not only Thai musical culture, but also traditional music of all Southeast 
Asia, to his compositions.65 
 Dhamabutra’s musical style is the outcome of a collaboration of musical cultures 
from east and west, harmonized in the style of western tonality (but not always 
functional), with the atmosphere of East-ness. All of his works are composed for western 
instruments, mostly for orchestra. His major compositions include the Bhawankha for 
Ranad-ek and Orchestra, Symphony of the Spheres, Concerto Sankitamankala for Violin 
and Orchestra, Double Concerto for Ranad-ek and Ranad-toom, The Harmony of Chimes 
(a symphony for ASEAN Instruments and Orchestra), Quintet for the Spirits of ASEAN, 
Bhumibol Adulyadej Maharaja for Orchestra and Chorus, Symphony of Rattanakosin, 
and The Empires.  
 
                                               
65Narongrit Dhamabutra, personal interview (Bangkok, Thailand: 7 July 2018). 
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Narong Prangcharoen (b.1973) 
 Another Silpathorn artist, Prangcharoen received his DMA from the University of 
Missouri-Kansas City. He has been highly praised internationally, as can be seen from 
the many awards he has received, including the prestigious 2013 Guggenheim 
Fellowship, the American Composers Orchestra Audience Choice Award, the Toru 
Takemitsu Composition Award, the Alexander Zemlinsky International Composition 
Competition Prize, and the Pacific Symphony’s American Composers Competition Prize. 
He is the founder of the Thailand International Competition Festival and is currently the 
composer-in-residence of the Thailand Philharmonic Orchestra, as well as the dean of the 
College of Music, Mahidol University, Thailand.  
 The starting point for Prangcharoen’s interest in traditional music began at the 
beginning of his doctoral degree. At that time, he was questioned about how his work 
showed his identity. He began to search for his character by looking back to the music of 
his homeland. Moreover, at the suggestion of his advisor, Chen Yi, he devised a method 
of combining his native music with western contemporary music, which has become his 
style until now.66  
 Prangcharoen believes that Thai culture is a “melting pot” of many cultural 
varieties. Thus, his musical style shows a combination of Thai culture with other cultures 
in Southeast Asia, yet still reflects his Thai-ness. Prangcharoen has composed music only 
for western instruments, in ensembles such as orchestra, wind ensemble, chamber 
ensemble, and chorus. His major compositions are mostly for orchestra, including Sattha, 
Respiration of the Sun, Tri-Sattawat, Namaskar, Pubbanimitta, The Dawn of Darkness, a 
                                               
66Narong Prangcharoen, personal interview (Bangkok, Thailand: 13 July 2018). 
 40 
concerto for tenor saxophone and orchestra titled Illuminations, and The Migration of 
Lost Souls.  
Cambodia 
Sam-Ang Sam (b.1950) 
 Sam-Ang Sam is an important Cambodian-American ethnomusicologist in 
Cambodia. He studied in the USA, receiving the M.A. degree in Music Composition 
from Connecticut College and the Ph.D. degree in Ethnomusicology from Wesleyan 
University. He had received numerous grants, awards, and honors, including the US 
National Heritage Fellowship in 1998 and the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur 
Foundation Fellowship in 1994. Presently, he has been working as an advisor to the 
Ministry of Culture and Fine Arts and as chancellor of the Paññāsāstra University in 
Cambodia. He is also Cambodia’s designated composer and co-chairman to the Asia 
Traditional Orchestra (ATO), and a commissioner of Korea’s Presidential Committee for 
the Hub City of Asian Culture. 
 According to my interview with Sam-Ang Sam, he changed his primary 
instrument from violin to tro67 when he was studying at the Royal University of Fine Arts 
in Cambodia.68 Khmer music has been flowing through him ever since. As a composer, 
he recognizes the importance of maintaining his identity in contemporary composition 
and has made his experiences with Khmer traditional music and his background in it a 
signature of his musical style.69  
                                               
67Khmer two-string fiddle.  
68Sam-Ang Sam, personal interview (Phnom Penh, Cambodia: 14 December 2018).  
69Ibid.   
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 Sam’s Khmer and East-Asian influences can be easily heard in his choice of 
melodies, melodic phrases, imitation of traditional musical instruments, and articulation 
of musical notes, phrases, and instruments. His works have been played in many 
countries beyond Cambodia, including Vietnam, Thailand, Japan, China, and South 
Korea. With his position as co-chairman and designated composer for ATO, it is not 
surprising that his works have been composed mainly for both traditional and western 
orchestras. His works for traditional orchestra include Brightest Star, One Asia, and 
Khmer Women; his Ethnic Dance in the Northeast of Cambodia, Ship of Kampuchea, 
Journey for Orchestra, and Eternity for Orchestra are for western orchestra. Because of 
the limited skill of his performers, who cannot play music in a contemporary context, 
most of his new compositions have used a vernacular western classical vocabulary, 
including functional harmony, chords, and counterpoint, or have adapted a song-like 
style.70 In addition, he has arranged almost twenty songs for orchestras of various types, 
including Korean and Cambodian traditional orchestras, western orchestra, solo 
traditional instruments accompanied by western string orchestra, pop-orchestra, and 
mixed chamber orchestra.   
Vietnam 
Dang Huu Phuc (b.1953) 
 Dang Huu Phuc is a composer and pianist in Hanoi and a former instructor in both 
musical composition and piano at the Vietnam National Academy of Music, from which 
he holds a degree in composition. His several large-scale works have been broadcast 
widely and performed since he was 20 years old. Dang has been awarded domestically 
                                               
70Sam-Ang Sam, personal interview (Phnom Penh, Cambodia: 14 December 2018).   
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and aboard. He won the Vietnam composer’s award and the Vietnam National Film 
Award Best Music in 2001, as well as the JIN JUE prize at the 8th Shanghai International 
Film Festival in 2005. 
 As a Vietnamese composer, he holds a strong determination to promote his 
country’s traditional music. Dang stated that he wants to make the sound of Vietnamese 
music recognized internationally, as did previous nationalist classical composers, such as 
Chopin, Mussorgsky, Grieg, Sibelius, Bartok, and Khachaturian.71 In his opinion, the 
style of western contemporary music is a way for him to present his native music 
abroad.72 Because he is obsessed with Vietnamese folk music, he frequently uses 
materials from this music in his works. 
 Dang Huu Phuc’s compositional style is based on a western syntax with many 
sound effects created by specific instrumental playing techniques. His compositions 
cover a wide range, including piano, voice, and orchestra, with works such as Country for 
Choir and Orchestra (to the poetry of Nguyen Dinh Thi), 60 selected romances and 
songs for voice and piano (the first Vietnamese song collection), Eight Symphonic 
Pictures from Vietnamese Folk Song, Pizzicato Vietnam, and Ngay Hoi – Fêtes for 
Symphony Orchestra.  
Dinh Lang Tran (b.1972) 
 Dinh Lang Tran is the most active composer in Ho Chi Minh City’s Conservatory 
of Music. He received the MA degree in composition from the Ho Chi Minh City 
Conservatory of Music (2000) and has been recognized by national and international 
organizations; for example, he won the Consolation Prize in Vietnam’s Young Musician 
                                               
71Dang Huu Phuc, personal conversation, 18 January 2019.  
72Ibid.  
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Competition (France, 1993), and the First prize of the Vietnam Musicians Association 
competition for Chamber music (2010). He won the first prize of HCMC’s Music 
Association for Orchestral Music in 2017 and again in 2018. His works have also brought 
him to foreign countries, such as South Korea and the University of North Texas College 
of Music. Presently, Dinh Lang works as a lecturer in the Composition, Conducting, and 
Musicology faculty at Ho Chi Minh City Conservatory of Music. 
 Dinh Lang has been fascinated by the sound of Vietnamese traditional music 
since he was a student. As a contemporary Vietnamese composer, he wants his 
compositions to represent the combination of Vietnamese traditional music and western 
classical music, as a way to speak his musical language to the world.73 Thus, his 
compositions include many elements of Vietnamese traditional music, including scales, 
intervals, playing techniques of traditional instruments, and folk melodies. He uses these 
to create an atmosphere of Vietnamese traditional music.74  
 Dinh Lang’s compositions vary in the types of ensemble for which he composes. 
Nevertheless, he prefers to compose music for western orchestra.75 His major works are 
composed in an orchestral idiom for full orchestra, small orchestra, or string orchestra; 
these include Before the Dawn (1995), The Artist Symphony (2000), Victory (2013), and 
Viet Nam - The Endless Fields (2015), which is a Vietnamese zither solo with a string 
orchestra. Two of his compositions are for voices with small orchestra: Hidden Flames 
(2011), and Love and Betrayal (2012). Among his three chamber works, Monology 
(2011) is for a combination of the Vietnamese traditional instrument dan tranh with oboe 
                                               




and cello. The style of his works varies from tonal to atonal and from a western harmonic 
syntax to a modern experimental style. In addition to western contemporary 






APPLICATION OF THE SOUNDS OF TRADITIONAL  
MUSIC FROM MAINLAND SOUTHEAST ASIA  
 Interviews with five composers from Thailand, Cambodia, and Vietnam revealed 
a number of compositional methods that they used in integrating musical materials of the 
mainland Southeast Asia in contemporary compositions. These include the application of 
traditional scales and modes, quotations of traditional melodies, and applying 
compositional techniques for western instruments to imitate the sounds of traditional 
musical instruments and ensembles. The last method – the application of techniques for 
conveying the sound of traditional instruments and ensembles – is the subject of this 
chapter. 
 Because the five composers I interviewed under an approval of the university's 
Institutional Review Board (IRB)– Narongrit Dhamabutra, Narong Prangcharoen, Sam-
Ang Sam, Dinh Lang Tran, and Dang Huu Phuc – come from different backgrounds and 
cultures, the ways they approach traditional music and how they present it are noticeably 
diverse. I asked each composer to choose works of theirs that demonstrate how they 
enhance their compositional methods to present traditional musical materials of the 
region, and to discuss their methodology and the effectiveness of the compositions. After 
a short introduction to each of the selected compositions, I will discuss the composers’ 




Contemporary Compositions and Their  
Backgrounds by Country 
Thailand 
Narongrit Dhamabutra   
 Four contemporary compositions by Dhamabutra are presented here: Concerto 
Sankitamankala for Violin and Orchestra, Symphony of Rattanakosin, The Harmony of 
Chimes, and The Empires. All are composed in a western classical style and were 
performed by national orchestras in Thailand.   
Concerto Sankitamankala for Violin and Orchestra (2007) 
 This violin concerto is the first written in a western classical style by a Thai 
composer. It was commissioned for the celebration of the 80th birthday of King Bhumibol 
Adulyadej of Thailand. Its combination of folk elements with western classical style 
clearly represents Thai musical heritage through an advanced western compositional 
language.   
The Harmony of Chimes (2014) 
 In writing a symphony for Asian traditional instrument soloists and a western 
orchestra, the composer’s intent was to integrate the sound of the chimes and gong-
chimes of southeast Asia with western orchestral chimes, uniting the Eastern and the 
Western world while presenting the musical heritage of each of the ASEAN countries.76 
The structure is laid out in seven movements; except for the first and the last movements 
each features a traditional instrument as a solo: Burmese harp (saung guak), an 
Indonesian gong-chime instrument (bonang), the Thai folk oboe (pii), Philippine gong-
chimes (kulintang), and the Vietnamese gourd zither (dan bau). 
                                               
76Narongrit Dhamabutra, personal interview (Bangkok, Thailand: 7 July 2018).  
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Symphony of Rattanakosin (2017) 
 With this symphony, the composer intended to create a large-scale work that 
presents Thai musical culture. Thus, he chose four royal Thai songs to serve as 
fundamental themes to represent the cultural advancement of Rattanakosin (a former 
name of Bangkok): Ratree Pradubdao composed by King Rama II; Bulanloyluen by 
King Rama VII; Prince Paribatra’s Ka-men La-or-ong; and Kaek Mon Bangkunprom. 
Rather than a simple arrangement of Thai traditional songs, the symphony is a 
contemporary composition based on these traditional tunes.77           
The Empires (2018) 
 The Empires is a five-movement symphonic poem using musical materials from 
southeast Asia, composed for a full-sized orchestra. The composer did collaborative work 
with an ethnomusicologist in order to acquire information about the five ancient 
kingdoms located in this region – Bagan (Myanmar), Dvaravati (Thai), Lan Xang (Laos), 
Angkor (Cambodia), and Champa (Vietnam) – and composed each movement based on 
the musical materials of those kingdoms, using a variety of composition techniques.78  
Narong Prangcharoen   
 The three works by Prangcharoen presented here are contemporary compositions 
for chamber ensembles and orchestra that were commissioned by many international 




                                               
77Dhamabutra, program notes, Royal Bangkok Symphony Orchestra, 14 July 2018, 16-17.  
78Dhamabutra, program notes, Thailand Philharmonic Orchestra, 11 August 2018, 30. 
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Sattha (2005) 
 Written for strings, piano, and percussion, Sattha was composed for the first 
anniversary of the tragic tsunami that devastated South Asia in 2004. It was dedicated to 
Carl St. Clair and the Pacific Symphony, who gave its premiere on November 30, 2005, 
at the Segerstrom Concert Hall in Costa Mesa, California.79 
Tri-Sattawat (2007) 
 Tri-Sattawat is an orchestral piece written for The Annapolis Symphony 
Orchestra and won the Annapolis Charter 300 International Composers Competition 
Prize. The work evokes the concept of a Thai traditional song, Sathukarn, a piece used by 
Thai traditional musicians to invite the gods to earth to bless mankind.80  
The Migration of Lost Souls (2012) 
 This orchestral composition was commissioned in 2011 by the American 
Composers Orchestra (ACO) for their Annual Underwood Commission, and was 
premiered in a chamber orchestra version in New York a year later. The piece narrates an 
afterlife journey of lost souls and was inspired by numerous natural disasters around the 
world that caused many deaths.81 
Cambodia 
Sam-Ang Sam 
Eternity for Orchestra (2018) 
 This short orchestral work evokes a state of eternal bliss using western tonal 
concepts within an ambiguous form and structure. The musical style of this work clearly 
                                               
79Nathinee Chucherdwatanasak, “Narong Prangcharoen and Cross-Cultural Fusion in Contemporary 
Composition” (M.M. Thesis, University of Missouri-Kansas City, 2014), 121. 
80Ibid., 122.  
81Ibid., 124. 
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presents Khmer-ness within a western classical music vernacular that includes the use of 
homophonic texture and consonance.   
Vietnam 
Dang Huu Phuc   
 In the two selected orchestral compositions, Eight Symphonic Pictures from 
Vietnamese Folk Song, and Ngay Hoi – Fêtes for Symphony Orchestra, the composer 
uses Vietnamese folk elements treated in a western contemporary style.  
Ngay Hoi – Fêtes for Symphony Orchestra (2004) 
 This piece depicts an ethnic festival in the highlands of northwest Vietnam. The 
composer’s presentation of the atmosphere of this festival is much more elaborate in his 
imagination than the actual celebration.   
Eight Symphonic Pictures from Vietnamese Folk Song (2013)  
 Each movement in this eight-movement symphony portrays the everyday life of 
the Vietnamese and the scenic landscape of the country. The folk tunes from various 
Vietnamese ethnicities, including the Tai82 community, are quoted in a western 
contemporary context.      
Dinh Lang Tran   
Viet Nam - The Endless Fields (2015) 
 A few years ago, composer Dinh Lang Tran began to integrate traditional 
instruments into his music, including in his work Viet Nam - The Endless Fields. 
Performed in Vietnam and abroad, this three-movement work is composed for solo dan 
tranh (a plucked zither of Vietnam, similar to the Chinese guzheng) with a string 
                                               
82The Tai ethnicity in Northern Vietnam is different from “Thai,” which refers to population of Thailand. 
The Tai ethnic community mentioned here originally migrated from China.   
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orchestra. According to the composer, because of budget limitations, string orchestra 
seemed to be the best choice for this composition.83 Moreover, in his opinion, the 
expressive techniques possible on string instruments are numerous and blend very well 
with the sound of the dan tranh. Each movement depicts life in the fields of Vietnam at 
various times during the war and after.  
Composition Techniques Used in Imitating the Sounds of  
Traditional Musical Instruments and Ensembles 
 All of the five composers I interviewed have applied their own techniques to 
represent particular sounds of traditional instruments and ensembles. Since Southeast 
Asian musical cultures have overlapped with each other for more than a thousand years, 
their instruments and ensembles have shared similarities in terms of appearance and 
roles. However, each country has also cultivated its own uniqueness in tuning systems, 
materials used in manufacturing the instruments, and tone color. I will present each 
compositional technique, with examples based on instrument classifications according to 
the Hornbostel-Sachs system of classification for worldwide use, which groups 
instruments into four categories: aerophone, chordophone, idiophone, and 
membranophone.84 
Imitating Traditional Instruments 
 The techniques composers used in representing the sounds of traditional 
instruments can be divided into three principal types: replacing traditional instruments 
                                               
83Dinh Lang Tran, personal email, 27 February 2019.   
84Klaus Wachsmann, Margaret J. Kartomi, Erich M. von Hornbostel, and Curt Sachs, “Classification of 




with western instruments of the same organology, applying specific performance 
techniques, and using both methods together.  
Replacing Traditional Instruments  
with Western Instruments    
 In this technique, which emphasizes instrumental organology, the composer 
features a western instrument that is in the same category as the traditional instrument. In 
the selected compositions presented here, the traditional instruments types are aerophone 
and chordophone. Two examples of the Khmer folk oboe (sralai) and the Vietnamese 
flute (pi thiu) are found in the works of Sam-Ang Sam and Dang Huu Phuc, respectively. 
On the other hand, an example of a chordophone instrument is found only in a work by 
Thai composer Narongrit Dhamabutra, in which he replaces the Burmese harp (saung 
guak) with western harp.  
Khmer folk oboe 
 According to composer Sam-Ang Sam, he originally wrote Eternity for Orchestra 
for an orchestra of traditional instruments, and then transcribed the score to be played by 
western orchestral instruments.85 The composer indicated that the instrument whose color 
is the closest to the tone of Khmer folk oboe is the western oboe, which he uses as a 
substitute for the solo Khmer folk oboe in the main melody (see Example 1).    
                                               
85Sam-Ang Sam, personal interview (Phnom Penh, Cambodia: 14 December 2018).  
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Example 1. Sam-Ang Sam, Eternity for Orchestra, mm. 113-116; replacing the Khmer 
aerophone with the western oboe. 
 
Pi thiu 
 The pi thiu is a vertical end-blown bamboo flute made in several sizes (see Figure 
1). It is an instrument of the ethnic Tai minority who live in northwest of Vietnam. In the 
old days, the soft sound of the pi thiu was played by young men flirting with women.86  
 
Figure 1. Picture of the pi thiu.87 
 
 According to composer Dang Huu Phuc, he intended to introduce the opening of 
the Eight Symphonic Pictures from Vietnamese Folk Song with an evocation of the 
                                               
86Vietnamese Institute for Musicology “Pi thiu - Airophone,” http://www.vienamnhac.vn/vietnamese-music-
space/museum/musical-instruments/pi-thiu---airophone, accessed 15 February 2019. 
87Narongrit Dhamabutra and Jittapim Yamprai, report on “Southeast Asian Musical Material for 
Contemporary Composition, vol. I: The Mainland,” Thailand Research Fund, 2019. 
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atmosphere in northwest Vietnam, replacing the characteristic bamboo flute with the 
western alto flute.88 Phuc ornaments this folk tune using musical figures unique to the pi 
thiu: tongue fluttering and rapid groups of notes (see Example 2). 89 The indicated free 
rhythm and rubato simulate the actual performance practice of Tai villagers.  
 
 
Example 2. Dang Huu Phuc, Eight Symphonic Pictures from Vietnamese Folk Song, I,  
mm 1- 3; the pi thiu melody played by western alto flute. 
 
 In addition to using the alto flute, the composer also applied the idea of 
classification by substituting the bass pi thiu with clarinet, which provides a richer low 
register than alto flute. In his Ngay Hoi – Fêtes for Symphony Orchestra, Dang Huu Phuc 
assigned the clarinet to play the same melody as the solo alto flute to convey the sounds 
of the ethnic Tai bass bamboo flute, again indicating the use of free rhythm with 
characteristic ornaments (see Example 3).   
 
Example 3. Dang Huu Phuc, Ngay Hoi – Fêtes for Symphony Orchestra, I, mm. 1-6; 
substituting the clarinet for the bass Tai ethnic bamboo flute. 
 
                                               
88Dang Huu Phuc, personal conversation, 18 January 2019.   
89Tran Van Hac, “Nhạc cụ của người Thái Tây Bắc,” 




 Saung guak is an ancient arch-shaped Burmese harp having thirteen to sixteen 
strings. In Myanmar, this instrument has functioned in Buddhist rituals as well as in the 







Figure 2. Picture of the saung guak91  
 
 In the second movement of The Harmony of Chimes, Narongrit Dhamabutra uses 
the saung guak as a solo instrument, while depicting the sound of that same Burmese 
harp in the orchestra by replacing it with the western harp, which plays an irregular 
rhythmic grouping with dotted barlines to suggest saung guak performance, which 
commonly plays as an improvisation in free rhythm (see Example 4).  
                                               




91Dhamabutra and Yamprai, report on “Southeast Asian Musical Material for Contemporary Composition, 
vol. I: The Mainland.”  
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Example 4. Narongrit Dhamabutra, The Harmony of Chimes, II, mm. 63-64; western harp 
playing in the style of the Burmese harp.  
 
Performance Techniques for 
Imitating Traditional  
Instruments  
 This approach was used the most among the selected contemporary compositions. 
The method focuses on replicating the character of the sounds of the particular traditional 
instruments, rather than its actual instrumental classification. Various playing techniques 
have been applied by composers to western orchestral instruments in order to imitate the 
sound of traditional ones without reference to their organology. The types of traditional 
instruments that are imitated by this technique in the selected compositions are found in 
the aerophone, chordophone, and ideophone families.  
Performance Techniques Representing 
Aerophone Instruments  
The application of performance techniques for representing Southeast Asian 
aerophone instruments can be found only in the works of Thai composers Narong 
Prangcharoen and Narongrit Dhamabutra. Prangcharoen aims to imitate the pii mon (an 
instrument of Mon culture in Myanmar and Thailand), while Dhamabutra aims to 
represent khaen, a Lao mouth-organ that is found throughout Laos and Thailand.92 
                                               
92Terry E. Miller and Andrew Shahriari, World Music: A Global Journey, 2nd ed. (NY: Routledge, 2009), 
146.  
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 Pii mon. The pii mon, a larger size of the pii (Thai folk oboe), is the main melodic 
instrument in the pi-phat mon, the traditional ensemble that usually plays at a Thai 
funeral. The role of the pii mon that Narong Prangcharoen intends to imitate is one used 
in the Thai traditional song Mon Rong-hai. In this song, the pii mon plays an ornamented 
counter-melody with the voice. Prangcharoen uses this practice in his composition Sattha 
(see Example 5), in which the cello is given the melody with grace notes and turning 
gestures of sixteenth–and thirty-second–note groups resembling the decoration of the 
counter melody played by the pii mon. Furthermore, he exaggerates the atmosphere of 
lamentation by adding moaning sounds created by pitch sliding, and sobbing sounds 
made by repeated staccato notes (see Example 5). 93          
 
Example 5. Narong Prangcharoen, Sattha, mm. 34-41; imitating the sound of the pii mon 
using cello.  
 
 Khaen. The northeast Isan regions of Laos and Thailand share many similarities, 
including language, cuisine, culture, and music.94 They also share the khaen, a free-reed 
bamboo mouth organ that is widely circulated. It comprises sixteen to eighteen thin 
                                               
93Chucherdwatanasak, “Narong Prangcharoen and Cross-Cultural Fusion in Contemporary Composition,” 
139. 
94Gavin Douglas, Music in Mainland Southeast Asia (NY: Oxford University Press, 2010), 85. 
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bamboo tubes bound by a hardwood windchest that contains a small reed (see Figure 3).95 
Each bamboo tube has fingerholes and a reed; the holes can be covered all at once, 
creating drones and cluster sounds, or individually in a polyphonic playing style.96  
 
Figure 3. Picture of the khaen, National Music Museum, University of South Dakota.  
 
 To represent the cluster sound of the khaen in his Concerto Sankitamankala for 
Violin and Orchestra, Narongrit Dhamabutra combines perfect fourths and fifths in the 
solo violin part to create major seconds, an interval – according to Dhamabutra – that 
creates a dissonance similar to the cluster pitches played by the khaen (see Example 6).97 
 
Example 6. Narongrit Dhamabutra, Concerto Sankitamankala for Violin and Orchestra, I, 
mm. 147-149; the unique dissonant sound of the khaen in the solo violin part. 
                                               
95Miller and Shahriari, World Music: A Global Journey, 146-147 and Christopher Adler, “World Music 
Instrument: The Lao Khaen,” https://centerforworldmusic.org/2016/01/world-music-instrument-the-lao-
khaen/ (2016), accessed 20 February 2019. 
96Douglas, Music in Mainland Southeast Asia, 86. 
97Narongrit Dhamabutra, Decoding and Analysis: Compositions of Narongrit Dhamabutra (Bangkok: 
Chulalongkorn University Press, 2010), 131. 
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 In the same piece, the composer also recreated another characteristic sound of the 
khaen – a drone – by using open D and A strings played together in the melody in the 
solo violin part (see Example 7). 98   
 
Example 7. Narongrit Dhamabutra, Concerto Sankitamankala for Violin and Orchestra, 
III, mm. 153-155; drone sound of the khaen played by the violin.  
 
Performance Techniques Used to  
Represent Chordophone  
Instruments  
 Performance techniques for chordophone instruments can be found in two works 
by Thai composer Narongrit Dhamabutra and Vietnamese composer Dinh Lang Tran. 
Dhamabutra aims to represent the saung guak, while Dinh Lang aims to imitate the sound 
of dan tranh (Vietnamese zither) being struck. 
 Saung guak. As mentioned previously, Dhamabutra replaces the saung guak with 
a western harp. He also created a playing technique to represent the sound of the Burmese 
harp in the second movement of The Harmony of Chimes. To imitate the sound of the 
Burmese harp, the composer gives the cello a pizzicato chord to simulate the plucking 
                                               
98Dhamabutra, Decoding and Analysis: Compositions of Narongrit Dhamabutra, 131. 
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sound of the Burmese harp, with an added decoration from his own creativity: knocking 
on the instrument’s body. Additionally, he uses dotted barlines to indicate the 
improvisational rubato style typical of the performance practice of saung guak (see 
Example 8).       
 
Example 8. Narongrit Dhamabutra, The Harmony of Chimes, II, mm. 59-61; simulating 
the plucking sound of the Burmese harp with the cello. 
    
 Dan tranh. One of the most prominent Vietnamese chordophone instruments, the 
dan tranh was originally introduced from China. It is a string board zither (see Figure 4) 
modified from the Chinese guzheng.99 
 
Figure 4. Picture of the dan tranh100 
 
 Composer Dinh Lang uses the actual zither as a solo instrument in his work Viet 
Nam - The Endless Fields, but he also created a playing technique for the orchestral 
strings to represent the sound of hitting the strings of the dan tranh. In the third 
movement, the violins and violas play using the wood of the bow, knocking it on the 
                                               
99Douglas, Music in Mainland Southeast Asia, 67. 
100Dhamabutra and Yamprai, report on “Southeast Asian Musical Material for Contemporary Composition, 
vol. I: The Mainland.”  
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strings to produce a tone color that resembles the sound of the Vietnamese zither being 
struck (see Example 9). According to the composer, the sounds of the strings col legno 
blends perfectly with the sound of hitting the strings of the dan tranh.101  
 
Example 9. Dinh Lang Tran, Viet Nam - The Endless Fields, III, mm 3-6; depicting 
hitting the strings of the dan tran by using col legno in the strings.   
 
Performance Techniques for  
Representing Ideophone  
Instruments: wooden  
xylophone 
 
One of the popular ideophone instruments of mainland Southeast Asia is the 
wooden xylophone, which has different names in the three countries of the region: in 
Myanmar, it is called the pattala; in Thailand it is the ranart; and in Cambodia, it is the 
roneat.  
 Roneat. This Khmer wooden xylophone instrument is a prominent member of the 
pinn peat ensemble, the most admired and significant traditional ensemble in Cambodia. 
                                               
101Dinh Lang Tran, personal email, 27 February 2019.    
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In his Eternity for Orchestra, San-Ang Sam originally intended to use a marimba to 
replace the roneat, but due to limitations of orchestral instruments in Cambodia, there 
was no marimba available for him.102 Instead, he uses pizzicato strings to imitate the 
sound of the roneat (see Example 10). Sam believes that the sound of the plucked string 
can provide a resonance close to the percussive sound of the Khmer wooden 
xylophone.103  
 
Example 10. Sam-Ang Sam, Eternity for Orchestra, mm. 134-137; staccato pizzicato in 
the strings depicting the sound of the roneat. 
 
Replacing Traditional Instruments with  
Western Instruments While Applying  
Performance Techniques for  
Imitating Traditional  
Instruments  
 In some of the works discussed here, the composer both replaces a traditional 
instrument with a western instrument and applies instrumental techniques for the western 
instrument to imitate the original instrument. Three types of instruments — aerophone, 
chordophone and idiophone — are represented in this type of compositional approach.  
                                               
102Sam-Ang Sam, personal interview (Phnom Penh, Cambodia: 14 December 2018).   
103Ibid.    
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Aerophone Instrument: Pii 
 Only Thai composer Narong Prangcharoen uses this technique for an aerophone 
instrument. In his composition Tri-Sattawat, the composer uses bassoon to substitute for 
the Thai quadruple-reed folk oboe instrument pii and creates a playing technique to 
imitate its performance. In Prangcharoen’s opinion, the color of the bassoon in its high 
range is closer to the hoarseness of the pii than the color of the western oboe.104 In 
addition to using the bassoon in a very high register, he includes ornamentation that is 
found in both Thai vocal and instrumental performance practice, known as uean and sa-
bat respectively. Uean is a melismatic Thai vocal style sung without vibrato. It is highly 
decorated with ornamentation and includes sliding between pitches. Sa-bat is a pair of 
grace notes considered as an ornament applied to the Thai melody.105  
 In the composition, the composer modified uean and sa-bat for the bassoon. To 
imitate uean, Prangcharoen adds grace notes within the long melodic lines, using 
glissando between leaps, as shown in Example 11. Sa-bat, on the other hand, is 
represented by pairs of grace notes in a quick melodic gesture (also seen in Example 11).   
 
Example 11. Narong Prangcharoen, Tri-Sattawat, mm. 1-9; imitating uean and sa-bat 
practice by the bassoon.   
 
 
                                               
104Narong Prangcharoen, personal interview (Bangkok, Thailand: 13 July 2018).  
105Narongrit Dhamabutra, personal interview (Bangkok, Thailand: 7 July 2018). 
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Chordophone Instruments: the  
Monochord and Two-String  
Fiddles 
 Khse muoy. Khse muoy or ksea div is the name of a Khmer soft gourd monochord 
instrument, which is called pin pia in Thailand. The resonance of this instrument is 
produced by the gourd, which interacts with the chest of the player to create a unique 






Figure 5. Picture of the the khse muoy106 
 
 In the second movement of The Empires, Narongrit Dhamabutra imitates the 
sound of this gourd monochord by reproducing its playing method – plucking the string – 
with violins playing pizzicato. Moreover, he has the violins imitate the sound created by 
resonator held against the player’s chest by adding expression markings and vibrato 
indications (see Example 12).107 
                                               
106Dhamabutra and Yamprai, report on “Southeast Asian Musical Material for Contemporary Composition, 
vol. I: The Mainland.”  
107Narongrit Dhamabutra and Jittapim Yamprai, “Methods in Blending ASEAN Cultures in Contemporary 
Composition,” Rangsit Music Journal 13/2 (July–December 2018), 6. 
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Example 12. Narongrit Dhamabutra, The Empires, II, mm. 84-86; imitating the sound of 
the gourd monochord instrument by using string pizzicato with molto 
vibrato.  
 
 Tro ou. In the third movement of Dhamabutra’s The Empires, the sound of the 
Khmer tro ou, a lower two-stringed fiddle, is imitated by violins and viola. After 
considering the type of instrument and the range of the tro ou, Dhamabutra composed the 
melody for first and second violins and viola, playing in unison in a range similar to that 
of the tro ou.108 According to the composer, the unison playing of violins and viola can 
efficiently imitate the sound of the tro ou’s fat strings, which are wider than the metal 
strings of the violin and viola.109 The composer also calls for portamento in specific 
places, especially on leaps, to represent the playing of the Khmer fiddle (see Example 
13). 
                                               




Example 13. Narongrit Dhamabutra, The Empires, III, mm. 140-145; depicting the sound 
of the tro ou. 
 
 Dan nhị. Considered one of the most prominent chordophone instruments in 
Vietnam, the dan nhị is a Vietnamese two-stringed fiddle that is derived from the Chinese 
erhu (see Figure 6). According to Gavin Douglas, because of its loose strings and high 
bridge, the dan nhi is able to present the characteristic Vietnamese musical practice of 
sliding or bending.110 
 
Figure 6. Picture of the dan nhi111 
 
 In the sixth movement of Eight Symphonic Pictures from Vietnamese Folk Song, 
Dang Huu Phuc imitates the principal performance technique of this fiddle – pitch sliding 
                                               
110Douglas, Music in Mainland Southeast Asia, 68. 
111Dhamabutra and Yamprai, report on “Southeast Asian Musical Material for Contemporary Composition, 
vol. I: The Mainland.”  
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– using violins and violas to play sliding sounds between notes that are a whole step from 
each other, creating an effect similar to the practice used by Vietnamese dan nhi players 
(see Example 14).  
  
Example 14. Dang Huu Phuc, Eight Symphonic Pictures from Vietnamese Folk Song, VI, 
mm. 25-30; violins and viola playing glissandi to imitate the sound of the  
dan nhị. 
 
Idiophone Instruments: Lithophone  
 A technique for depicting the sound of Southeast Asian idiophone instruments is 
found only in the fifth movement of The Empires by Thai composer Narongrit 
Dhamabutra, in which the composer represents the musical culture of the ancient 
Vietnamese kingdom. The lithophone is a stone instrument belonging to the ancient 
kingdom located in the middle of Vietnam around two thousand years ago. In The 
Empires, Dhamabutra imitates the sound of the lithophone by replacing it with various 
types of percussion instruments. The composer also uses dissonance to imitate the 
lithophone’s sound and short vibration. The harsh color created by dissonant intervals 
reflects the strange resonance of this stone instrument (see Example 15).  
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Example 15. Narongrit Dhamabutra, The Empires, V, mm. 296-299; using dissonance in 
different percussion instruments to imitate the sound of the lithophone. 
 
Imitating Traditional Ensembles 
 Two Thai composers, Narongrit Dhamabutra and Narong Prangcharoen, and a 
Cambodian composer, Sam-Ang Sam, recreate the atmosphere of traditional music in 
their compositions by imitating the sound of traditional ensembles. Their methodologies 
can be divided into three types, which are similar to the categories used for representing 
individual traditional instruments: replacing traditional ensembles with western 
ensembles, applying performance techniques, and using both methods together.  
Replacing the Sound of Traditional  
Ensembles with a Group of  
Western Instruments 
 This approach is used most often by composers for imitating the sound of 
traditional ensembles. In replacing instruments, composers transfer the combination of 
instruments in the traditional ensemble to the western ensemble by emphasizing 
instrumental organological types. Thai composers have imitated three different traditional 
ensembles of mainland Southeast Asia, while another ensemble was recreated by a 
Cambodian composer. In The Empires, Narongrit Dhamabutra recreates the sound of the 
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Burmese hsaing waing ensemble. Narong Prangcharoen represents the sound of the Thai 
court ensemble, pong-lang, in his composition The Migration of Lost Souls. Sam-Ang 
Sam, on the other hand, depicts the sound of the Khmer aerophones section found in the 
traditional orchestra. Additionally, Dhamabutra portrays the sound of a typical Laotian 
rhythmic pattern in his composition The Empires by modifying a Laotian cyclical 
rhythmic pattern to be played by western percussion instruments.    
The Burmese Hsaing waing  
Ensemble  
 The most common Burmese ensemble used for outdoor events, the hsaing waing 
consists principally of membranophones, idiophones, and aerophones: the chauk lon pat 
(set of drums), cymbal, muang hsaing (set of bronze gongs), ci waing (gongs), and  nhe 
(folk oboe).112 In The Empires, Narongrit Dhamabutra tries to imitate the sound of the 
hsaing waing ensemble by using four timpani tuned to different pitches as an equivalent 
to the Burmese chauk lon pat, along with using a vibraphone and xylophone to replace 
the gong sounds of the muang hsaing and ci waing.113 He uses the latter percussive 
instruments to play a counter melody similar to the role of the traditional instruments in a 
hsaing waing ensemble. Flute, oboe, and trumpet are used to replace the nhe in playing 




                                               
112Douglas, Music in Mainland Southeast Asia, 40. 




Example 16. Narongrit Dhamabutra, The Empires, I, mm. 1-7; imitating the sound of the 




 Narong Prangcharoen uses western instruments to simulate the sound of a pong-
lang ensemble, a favorite folk ensemble of the Isan region in northeastern Thailand, 
which also circulated in Laos. The common members in the ensemble include the pong-
lang (wooden xylophone), khaen (bamboo free-reed mouth organ), wot (a pan-pipe), phin 
(electric three-stringed folk lute), electric bass,114 and a set of klong-yao (hand drums). 
The melody is played by the pong-lang, wot, and phin in unison with harmonic support 
by the khaen. The bass plays back and forth between tonic and dominant in an ostinato 
pattern, with the rhythmic support of the klong-yao.115   
                                               
114The modern pong-lang ensemble has integrated electronic instruments in order to replace some of 
traditional instruments, since they can produce a louder sound. 
115Chucherdwatanasak, “Narong Prangcharoen and Cross-Cultural Fusion in Contemporary Composition,” 
149.  
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 In The Migration of Lost Souls, Prangcharoen chose a replacement for the sound 
of pong-lang by considering the instrument’s type, deciding on the western xylophone.116 
For the roles of the wot and phin, he used instruments from the western wind family 
without any real concern for organology; flute and oboe play a main melody, with the 
xylophone, clarinet, bass clarinet, and bassoon used for a counter melody. Violins and 
violas play both dissonant and consonant intervals to suggest the resonant sound of the 
khaen. Cello and double bass take on the tonic/dominant bass pattern of the pong-lang 
ensemble (see Example 17).  
 
Example 17. Narong Prangcharoen, The Migration of Lost Souls, mm. 131-136; the 
sound of the pong-lang ensemble recreated by a western orchestra. 
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Khmer Aerophone Section 
 In addition to imitating the Khmer folk oboe in Eternity for Orchestra, Sam-Ang 
Sam recreates the sound of two other Khmer aerophones, khloy (Khmer bamboo flute) 
and sralai (Khmer folk oboe), which are used in the aerophone section of the Asian 
Traditional Orchestra (ATO), the traditional orchestra designed by Sam for use by 
composers. Sam replaced the sound of these two Khmer aerophones with a combination 
of oboe, horn, and bassoon, whose distinctive timbres resemble the different tone colors 
of the khloy and sralai. (see Example 18). 
 
Example 18. Sam-Ang Sam, Eternity for Orchestra, mm. 215-219; oboe, horn, and 
bassoon playing in unison to imitate the sound of Khmer aerophones.  
 
Rhythm Sections in Traditional  
Ensembles 
 In the third movement of The Empires, Narongrit Dhamabutra evokes the 
atmosphere of ancient Laos by using a Laotian ostinato rhythmic pattern (see Example 
19), modifying the pattern to use western percussion instruments. He transferred the 
original pattern to chimes (see the rectangle in Example 20). He also includes the actual 
ching, which is an important time-keeping instrument in the traditional ensembles of 
Thailand, Laos, and Cambodia. An undampened ching stroke provides a ringing sound 
and usually occurs on the weak beat, unlike the dampened stroke that is on the strong 
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beat.117 The composer notates the difference between dampened and undampened ching 
strokes by notating an open-ended tie on the eight-note of the weak beat to indicate the 
ringing sound of the undamped stroke. Dhamabutra also borrows the idea of the ostinato 
bass from the Laotian rhythmic pattern shown in Example 20, composing a new ostinato 
rhythmic pattern played by the vibraphone. This newly-composed ostinato pattern is five 
quarter-notes long in a 4/4 time signature, resulting in an overlap of rhythmic patterns 
across the measures to create rhythmic complexity for the music.    
Example 19. Laotian ostinato rhythmic pattern, transcribed by author 
 
Example 20. Narongrit Dhamabutra, The Empires, III, mm. 137-140; Laotian rhythmic 
pattern adapted for percussion instruments. 
 
Performance Techniques Used to  
Represent a Traditional  
Ensemble: The  
Pi-phat mon  
 Only one Thai composer, Narong Prangcharoen, used performance techniques to 
represent the sound of a Thai traditional ensemble, the pi-phat mon, which is derived 
from Mon culture and is usually performed at Thai funerals. Prangcharoen represents a 
                                               
117David Morton, The Traditional Music of Thailand: Introduction, Commentary, and Analyses (Los 
Angeles: UCLA Institute of Ethnomusicology, 1968), 15.  
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part of the pi-phat mon ensemble practice used when performing Mon Rong-hai, a 
traditional Thai lament song that is usually sung at Thai funerals. Mon Rong-hai features 
melodic improvisation, because it is sung with weeping and moaning expressions. The 
polyphonic interaction of a highly elaborated counter melody played by pii mon is 
accompanied by a rhythm section. Prangcharoen imitates vocal improvisation by giving 
the solo violin and cello a variety of ornamentations, which are played in a free tempo 
(see Example 21). 118      
  
Example 21. Narong Prangcharoen, Sattha, mm. 42-44; polyphonic texture between solo 
violin and solo cello, portraying part of Mon Rong-hai song sung with pi phat 
mon ensemble. 
 
The Combination of Replacing a Traditional  
Ensemble with a Western Ensemble and  
Performance Techniques:  
The Pinn peat Ensemble  
 
 Only Thai composer Narongrit Dhamabutra combines both techniques, using 
them to imitate the sounds of the Khmer pinn peat ensemble of Cambodia. The pinn peat 
ensemble, called pi phat in Thailand, is a significant traditional ensemble found in both 
countries. The main instruments in this ensemble include high- and low-pitched 
xylophones, gong-chimes, a quadruple-reed aerophone, a pair of small cymbals, and one 
                                               
118Chucherdwatanasak, “Narong Prangcharoen and Cross-Cultural Fusion in Contemporary Composition,” 
139. 
 74 
or two drums.119 In the fourth movement of The Empires, Dhamabutra conveys the 
sonority of this Khmer traditional ensemble by western orchestral instruments: the oboe 
and bassoon simulate a quadruple-reed aerophone instrument; a xylophone replaces the 
roneat eak (high-pitch xylophone), and the vibraphone is used for the roneat tum (low-
pitch xylophone). For the rhythmic accompaniment, Dhamabutra has the strings play 
rolling pizzicato chords and knock the instrument’s body to imitate a variety of sounds 
that are produced by hitting drums in different ways: for example, with the palm of the 
hand or with the fingers. Moreover, all these instruments are played in a heterophonic 
texture similar to what is commonly heard in the pinn peat ensemble (see Example 22). 
 
Example 22. Narongrit Dhamabutra, The Empires, IV, mm. 200-204; heterophonic 





                                               
119Douglas, Music in Mainland Southeast Asia, 57. 
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Representing Other Aspects of Mainland Southeast Asian  
Musical Culture in Narongrit Dhamabutra’s The Empires 
 
 In addition to conveying the sounds of traditional instruments and ensembles, 
other aspects of mainland Southeast Asian musical culture are also presented in Thai 
composer Narongrit Dhamabutra’s The Empires, in which the composer uses 
performance techniques to represent a variety of religious chants. The mainland of 
Southeast Asia has been strongly associated with spirituality, a feature of the culture that 
Dhamabutra has tried to represent in his symphonic poem The Empires. To do this, he 
has modified and created various playing techniques to imitate different chants of the 
Mon, Buddhist, and Hindu religions. 
Mon chant  
 Dhamabutra makes reference to Mon chanting in the fourth movement of The 
Empires to evoke an ancient civilization located in the middle of Thailand. To represent 
the sound of this chant, Dhamabutra introduces slow glissandos in the cello section (see 
Example 23). The composer later assigns this playing technique to the violins and violas 
playing in unison with the celli to simulate the performance practice of Mon monks 
chanting together (see Example 24). 
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Example 23. Narongrit Dhamabutra, The Empires, IV, mm. 70-73, imitating the sounds 
of Mon chanting with slow glissando in the cello section.  
 
 
Example 24. Narongrit Dhamabutra, The Empires, IV, mm. 76-79; imitating the sounds 
of Mon chanting in the strings.    
 
Buddhist chant 
 In the second movement of The Empires, Dhamabutra reflects the popularity of 
Buddhism in Laos by representing a performance characteristic of chanting by Buddhist 
monks. The composer uses the horns to play in irregular melodic groupings in step-wise 
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motion that resemble syllabic and melodic movement in Buddhist chanting, heard in Laos 
since ancient times (see Example 25).   
 
Example 25. Narongrit Dhamabutra, The Empires, III, mm. 173-176; imitation of the 
chanting of Buddhist monks. 
  
Hindu Chant 
 In the fourth movement, Dhamabutra evokes the atmosphere of the ancient 
kingdom of Cambodia, Chenla, which was strongly influenced by Hindu culture. To 
imitate the sounds of Hindu chanting, Dhamabutra has the string section play a melody in 
stepwise motion that circles around the first pitch and is set in irregular rhythmic 
groupings. The melody is used as the subject of a fugue, beginning with a solo cello (see 
Example 26), followed by viola, second violin, and first violin respectively (see Example 
27). The entrances of the fugue resemble echoes of chanting in the sanctuary.120 
   
Example 26.  Narongrit Dhamabutra, The Empires, IV, mm, 183-189; Hindu chant    
 played by solo cello.  
                                               
120Narongrit Dhamabutra, personal interview (Bangkok, Thailand: 7 July 2018).  
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Example 27. Narongrit Dhamabutra, The Empires, IV, mm, 190-194; Hindu chant 
melody used as the subject of a fugue. 
 
 Among the three composition methods presented here — replacing traditional 
instruments with western instruments of the same organology, applying performance 
techniques, and using both methods together — the second and the third methods are 
used the most frequently by the composers in conveying the sounds of traditional 
ensembles. The first method, replacing traditional instruments with western instruments 
of the same organology, is often used. Besides conveying the sounds of traditional 
instruments and ensembles, these methods are also used for presenting other significant 
aspects of musical culture that have been circulated in those mainland countries, as can 
be seen in the work of Dhamabutra in depicting a variety of religious chants. The 
effectiveness of these compositional methods in western contemporary compositions in 
integrating the sounds of traditional music from mainland Southeast Asia has been 
successfully exploited for both cultural promotion and cultural conservation within the 








 As demonstrated in this study, methods used by Southeast Asian contemporary 
composers to convey the sounds of traditional music of mainland Southeast Asia can be 
classified into three types:  (1) replacing the sound of traditional instruments by 
substituting western instruments or ensembles for traditional instruments or ensembles; 
(2) developing performance techniques for western instruments that allow them to imitate 
traditional music; and (3) a combination of both methods. The most common method 
used by composers is the second of these. Composers from Thailand and Vietnam have 
been the most productive in writing contemporary compositions based on materials of 
Southeast Asian music and can serve as models for composers from other countries. 
Contemporary compositions that use western instruments with traditional Southeast 
Asian musical materials present opportunities for both cultural promotion and for cultural 
conservation of the traditional music in the mainland region.  
 Such contemporary compositions can help promote the musical cultures of the 
countries in mainland Southeast Asia, providing listeners with a sort of introduction to 
traditional music. Furthermore, traditional music heard in a western contemporary 
context can be more approachable for audiences than the original music in a traditional 
performance, perhaps attracting greater attention from a wider group of people, both 
locally and internationally. 
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 An example of a work that can provide an introduction to an audience of a 
specific musical culture is Dang Huu Phuc’s Eight Symphonic Pictures from Vietnamese 
Folk Song. Its opening, in which the pi thiu is evoked through the sonority of the alto 
flute, successfully simulates the atmosphere of the music of the Tai ethnic minority in 
Vietnam. Another example can be seen in the work of Dhamabutra, who recreates the 
sound of the pinn peat ensemble in the fourth movement of The Empires. In this piece, 
the role and the combination of instruments of the pinn peat ensemble, as well as the 
tunes of pinn peat repertoire, are given to either a western ensemble or instruments, 
creating an idea of the sound of the pinn peat ensemble.  
 For people who are neither familiar with nor have any background in traditional 
music, but still want to have an experience and appreciation of traditional culture, 
contemporary compositions that present the sounds of traditional music can be a fruitful 
solution for them, since the traditional music has already been modified to fit the musical 
preferences of the audience. Thus, by listening to these types of works, the audience can 
appreciate traditional music much more easily than by listening to an authentic traditional 
performance.  
 A final benefit of this kind of composition in the area of cultural promotion is 
helping people pay more attention to traditional music as a whole. Traditional music 
heard within western contemporary compositions demonstrates how traditional music can 
thrive within a modern context by offering other opportunities for the presentation of 
traditional music, which some find boring when heard in old traditional ways. The 
insertion of traditional music into such contemporary works can attract the attention of 
both the local population and westerners, because it can make listening more accessible 
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to contemporary audiences and may inspire the study of traditional music of the mainland 
of Southeast Asia.  
  Although contemporary compositions that integrate musical material of mainland 
Southeast Asia have a role to play in keeping traditional music alive in our modern 
society, they cannot truly solve the problem of cultural preservation in the region because 
they do not deliver traditional music on its own terms. Traditional music presented in a 
contemporary works is by its nature distorted from its original form in order to fit the 
context of the newly-conceived composition. Thus, the sound of the traditional materials 
as depicted in the work cannot be considered authentic. Moreover, some of the traditional 
music used in the selected works in this study is barely recognizable and fails to 
demonstrate the character of the original. Contributing to this problem are a number of 
factors that can be grouped under two categories: the ineffectiveness of using 
compositional methods to convey the sounds of traditional music, and the lack of 
background in traditional music among the audience.   
 In some of the selected contemporary works studied here, compositional methods 
used by the composer are not entirely successful in portraying the traditional sounds 
intended by the composer. This can be seen especially in the method of developing 
performance techniques. Most of the traditional sounds supposedly recreated are 
ambiguous and barely resemble the original. How closely a composer can imitate the 
sound of traditional music is often determined by the composer’s intentions and 
knowledge of traditional music. From interviewing composers, I found that their use of 
traditional musical materials did not result primarily from a concern with cultural 
conservation, but rather for the sake of their individual aesthetics. Moreover, with a 
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limited amount of time and opportunity to study traditional music, some composers 
incorporated it only to the extent that they themselves understood it, relying mostly on 
their own preferences. Therefore, their imitations of traditional music are sometimes 
ineffective. This applies to the Thai composers, Dhamabutra and Prangcharoen, who 
showed little concern for the authenticity of the traditional sounds they imitated, but 
focused mainly on how to apply traditional music into their contemporary works in order 
to create a new composition within an individual style.121  Some of the compositional 
techniques they created and the methods they used come out of their preferences and 
desires to explore and develop their individual compositional craftmanship. This can be 
seen in Dhamabutra’s Concerto Sankitamankala for Violin and Orchestra, which aims to 
depict characteristics of the khean, a free-reed bamboo mouth organ. In order to simulate 
the khean’s sound, the composer assigned a solo violin to play open-strings and dissonant 
intervals. It is difficult for the listener to imagine the sounds of the free-reed mouth organ 
while hearing the violin’s tone. Another example can be seen in Prangcharoen’s Sattha, 
in which he uses the cello to portray the sound of the pii mon, a large Thai folk oboe. 
Similar to the previous example, the color of the cello does not come close to the tone of 
the folk oboe. Even though the composer adds the same ornamentations found in the 
performance practice of the pii mon, it is still difficult to hear an imitation of the folk 
oboe in what the cello plays. The ornamentations given to the cello — grace notes and 
turning gestures of sixteenth–and thirty-second–note groups — are a common performing 
style found not only in pii mon, but in the performance style of almost any Thai 
traditional instrument.    
                                               
121Narongrit Dhamabutra, personal interview (Bangkok, Thailand: 7 July 2018), and Narong Prangcharoen, 
personal interview (Bangkok, Thailand: 13 July 2018).   
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 Another difficulty in accurately imitating traditional sounds through the use of 
western instruments is the lack of professional level players of western instruments in the 
region. Because the growth in western music and the available resources in each country 
in the mainland of Southeast Asia differ, the performance level of western music among 
the countries is diverse. Compared to Thailand and Vietnam, the three countries of 
Myanmar, Laos, and Cambodia have made less progress in western music. Because of 
their political situations, music has been a low priority, with a relative lack of support for 
orchestral instruments and musicians. Thus, the ability of performers and the availability 
of orchestral instruments have put limits on the methods composers are able to use. This 
problem applies particularly to Cambodian composer, Sam-Ang Sam.122  
 Although Sam wants to include the sounds of traditional music within his 
contemporary compositions, the unprofessional skill of his performers and the lack of 
instruments in the Cambodian orchestra have deterred him from creating advanced 
playing techniques.123 As a result, he usually uses western instruments to replace the 
sounds of traditional instruments and ensembles and has created a few playing techniques 
to imitate the sounds of traditional instruments. For the roneat in his Eternity for 
Orchestra, Sam wanted to use a western marimba for the sound of the traditional wooden 
xylophone, but because no marimba was available in the Cambodian orchestra at that 
time, he used pizzicato strings to imitate the sound of the wooden xylophone. Even 
though the sound of string pizzicato cannot precisely imitate the percussive sound of a 
wooden instrument, it was the best solution for him at that moment.124  
                                               
122Sam-Ang Sam, personal interview (Phnom Penh, Cambodia: 14 December 2018).   
123Ibid. 
124Ibid.   
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 As noted above, another factor in the ineffectiveness of compositional methods 
used to portray traditional sounds in contemporary compositions is the audience’s lack of 
experience with traditional music. No matter how effective the compositional and 
instrumental performance techniques are, the lack of traditional music knowledge among 
the audiences is a major obstacle that prevents them from recognizing the sound of 
traditional materials. It is hard for listeners who have no background in traditional music 
to recognize the traditional musical elements integrated into a work. An example of this 
comes from a female audience member with whom I had a conversation after a 
performance of Dhamabutra’s The Empires. She did not recognize any of the traditional 
musical materials in the work, even though the composer intended to use original musical 
materials from mainland Southeast Asian based on the research he did with 
ethnomusicologist.125 The best that the audience member could extrapolate was a feeling 
of some familiarity with of the music in this new composition. 
 Contemporary compositions discussed here cannot themselves preserve 
traditional music of mainland Southeast Asia. Nevertheless, they can provide an 
opportunity for cultural conservation, especially if composers would consider ways to 
improve their effectiveness in presenting traditional musical materials and sounds. 
Composers should consider more carefully which compositional methods they use, with 
the goal of presenting the clearest illustration of traditional music. Their methods will be 
more effective if composers have a thorough understanding of the traditional musical 
materials that they want to integrate into their works. Thus, the sounds they imitate will 
                                               
125Maysa Somrit, a primary teacher at the public school in the Phayao province of Thailand, personal 
conversation, 11 August 2018. The concert performed by Thailand Philharmonic Orchestra at Prince 
Mahidol Hall, Mahidol University, Thailand on 11 August 2018.   
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be more closely related to the actual ones. Another way to improve the effectiveness of 
their compositional methods is to provide an explanation of them for their listeners. A 
pre-concert lecture or written program notes could provide the audience with an 
understanding of the sounds of traditional music integrated into the works.  
 This style of contemporary composition, however, is limited in its ability to 
promote the authenticity of traditional music, primarily because it is not written with the 
intention to persuade people to practice or consume traditional music in its original form. 
I would encourage more support for promoting traditional music alongside this kind of 
contemporary work, perhaps by holding a joint concert with a traditional ensemble and a 
western orchestra to promote the preservation and conservation of traditional culture by 
exposing the audience to the authentic materials as well as the imitation. Even though 
traditional music presented in western contemporary compositions has to be modified and 
distorted from its original form, it is still possible for it to present significant 
characteristics of traditional musical heritage. At the very least, the use of traditional 
musical materials and sounds in contemporary compositions is one way to keep 
traditional music alive in modern society and to help make a case for the cultural 
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